loners 


» DISHONORED e GRAPHICS CARD GROUP TEST e 
s GENDER INGAMING © SLEEPING DOGS e DEAD SPACE3 


BORN TO BE FAST 
Zz TF Pies 


* DiGi POWER DESIGN 


® DUAL-STACK MOSFET 


=" PREMIUM ALLOY GHOKE 


» MULTIPLE FILTER CAP 


» TWIN-POWER GOOLING HEATSINK 


8 Laver PCB, 4 X 20Z COPPER 


inteD mee 


ra scomce EO 
CORE 


NSW QLD WA 


GALTECH =e 


Capitol Computer 
COMPUTERS ite ° 


UBuy 99 0698 iibuy.com au 
ywww.altech.com.au WK 0877 ik com.au 
47 2522 Ids-it.com.au Urmart Online tions 
02 9698 1593. me ” vic 


NT 
PC Solutions 4 U 


02 9755 0668 


Compute: notau 


AcutevA 


GROUP OF COMPANIES 


TAS 
www.achieva.com.au 


Principal Computers 


B nscom.com.au 
pclan.com.au 


02 9746 7886 pcmeal.com.au 


ist.com.au 
lems.com.au 


CHIPSET e $ | 
277. inside’ : 


MidkShike 


QR Code for 
ASRock Z77 OC Formula 


netwaycomputers.com 
08 6398 4813 pcwest.com.au 
08 9309 4771 


08 9375 9666 netsolution com.au 


08 89412119 pesolutions4u.com.au 


03 6235 5000 tasmanianpe.com.au 


® The specification is subject to change without notice. = The brand and product names are trademarks of their respective companies. ®™ Any configuration other than original product specification is not guaranteed | www.asrock.com 


CONTENTS 


$ Wasoaniaeaancl, 


EDHEAD 


You and me 


There’s a rather subtle little theme running friends, say in games like DayZ (featured 
through this issue. in our Gameplay and ModNews sections), 
There’s a lot of community in the or hanging out with other Atomicans and 
magazine; from start to finish we're looking —_- celebrating who we are, it’s about the 
at people coming together, and along the people. 
| way we even look at some of the darker Nathan Lawrence travelled to one of 
sides of our little (well, not so little, really) the biggest celebrations of gaming in 
gaming community. the US, Quakecon, and discovered just 
It's easy to forget just how social what we how vibrant the PC gaming space still 


do is. Whether we're online and gaming with _ is - thanks to the hordes of people who 
travelled from all over the US, with their 


own PCs, to attend. And we've held 
our own events, too. Our Magic: The 
Gathering competition was super-fun, 
and a celebration of especial Atomican 
geekiness. 

But it’s important to remember that 
community takes effort, sometimes. Katie 
Williams looks at how damaging sexism 
in gaming can be, and asks what we 
can do to stem the problem, and make 
gaming a better place for all of us. 

So, you're a great lot out there, and 
without you, we'd certainly not be around. 
But just... be nice to each other, okay? 


David Hollingworth 
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ArenaNet not backward in 


coming forward over banning 


Guild Wars 2 has launched, and developer ArenaNet is already 
swinging the banhammer... and being very upfront about what 
it considers not on. 


Game launches, especially MMO launches, are about GW2 name and behavior suspensions. 
always tough things. You’ve got server loads to To keep Guild Wars 2 a pleasant place to be, 
worry about, long queue times making ignorant we take action against racist names, hate 
gamers think you're woefulyl underprepared, speech, and other unacceptable behavior. We 
and all manner of heretofore unknown bugs that have suspended some accounts involved 
only ever rear their ugly head once you get a live in the use of offensive character names or 
load across all your servers, and a host of other inappropriate chat. The number of account 
issues. blocks is miniscule: less than .001% of our 

Guild Wars 2, though, is pretty much so far, total player base.” 
so smooth. Except, it seems, for a very active In the thread itself, there’s a mess of 
banning campaign. examples of individial suspensions, where 

It's no surprise, really. When a new MMO users have asked why their account is 
gets up to speed gold-farmers come out of blocked. Some of the responses are priceless: 
the woodwork, and there’s always a cold war “The name’s fine. The chat? No so much: 
between publishers who don’t want to see their Bixx: Get out of here you gag faggot.” 
in-game economy go crazy, and bot-armed Even when ArenaNet suspends an account 
kids with the will to farm. But there’s a lot of in error - which it appears has happened a 
other players being banned, and the ArenaNet couple of times - the community guys front 
Support team has made a thread on Reddit up to the error and fix it up. Talk about a 
(http://bit.ly/OoDWqM) to explain why they're transparent process! 
doing this, and to tell the banned users why Of course, even better is that ArenaNet 
they've been kicked. is not only taking the time to deal with this 

Long story short, ArenaNet’s taking very up front, and openly, but also so strongly. 
seriously any hate-speech, offensive chat, or Atomic’s a big supporter of any steps that 
similar. make gaming a better place for all gamers - 

“We want to clear up some of the confusion bravo. Check our review next issue. 


World of Warcraft’s Mobile Armory 
app now completely free 


Can't live without access to Warcraft’s auction house, or constant 
chatter with your Guildies? Then the Mobile Armory is now better 
than ever for your addiction-sating needs! 


Around the Atomic watering hole, most of us are more than 
passing familiar with the heady allure of World of Warcraft. 
John used to be hip-deep in running his own Guild, and still 
bears the scars; Matt’s a veteran of Blizzcon, and even I've 
been known to get entirely too involved in complicated RP 
plots packed with pathos, emotion, and giggling in Inns. 

So | think we can all understand, then, the attraction of 
a permanent connection to Azeroth. Something you can 
carry in your pocket, like a Hearthstone... or mobile phone. 
The World of Warcraft Mobile Armory (damn you American 
spelling!) has always been neat, but its best features came 
with a subs fee. However, from today all the apps features 
are now completely free, including Remote Guild Chat and 
the Remote Auction House. 

It’s available on the Android marketplace as well as the 
iTunes store. 
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MAXIMUM POWER COMPUTING 


FROM ATOMIC 


Gosh, aren’t the months just flying by. 
However, in between lamenting the brutal 
march of time, as we struggle toward the 
inevitable heat death of the entire universe 
in a whimper of ennui, we can at least 
enjoy a few great posts from our humble 
forums. 

As usual, our lucky and skilled winner will 
receive a shiny green pair of Razer Elektra 
headphones, and that winner is... 


Gir! Who impressed a mess of folks - me 
included - with an excellent set of advice for 
hot to prepare for moving out. Green Room 
GOLD! 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
index.php?showtopic=50984&st=20&p 
=1022087&#entry1022087 


As usual, we have some wonderful 
runners up. 


Robzy chimed in on a discussion of 
opposites to scientifically work out his own 
perfect imperfect iteration. 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
index.php?showtopic=50984&st=20&p 
=1022087&#entry1022087 


And bastian starts up an interesting 

discussion on Women in Gaming. 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 

index.php?showtopic=51112 


Well done one and all! 


Hawken will support the Oculus Rift VR headset 


Visually stunning Mech shooter will have features like a dedicated VR cockpit when it launches on 12.12.12 


Hawken is a game that has us excited in the 
Atomic offices, catering to our twin loves of 
giant fighting robots and astonishingly pretty PC 
graphics. Now we are doubly excited for the 
free-to-play multiplayer mech shooter game, for 
Oculus has just announced via its Kickstarter 
page (http://kck.st/OTq8ca) that a Rift-ready 
version of Hawken will launch on the easy to 
remember date of 12.12.12. 

Hawken will come with an exclusive cockpit 
designed for the Oculus Rift, allowing players 
using the VR headset to use its inbuilt head 
tracking look around independent of the view 
direction. Even more exciting for the consumer 
version of the Rift is that Hawken itself is built 
using Unreal Engine 3, and the plan is to keep 
the nascent oculus developer community 
informed about the process of getting the game 
working in virtual reality. 

For those who haven't heard of Oculus, it is a 
new company formed to produce a consumer 
level Virtual Reality headset, the Rift. This 
product is the brainchild of a guy called Palmer 
Lucky, who has been toying around with Virtual 
Reality for years. The Rift is designed as a 
stereoscopic headmounted display, with built in 
motion tracking. 


Oculus is currently running a Kickstarter 
(which closes on the 1st September) to try and 
get early kits into the hands of developers. It then 
plans to release a higher resolution consumer 
version as soon as it can. While we've been let 
down by Virtual Reality in the past (I’m looking at 
you, Dactyl), this time around it has the support 
of luminaries like id’s John Carmack and Valve's 
Michael Abrash getting behind it (and if there 
iS one overarching law of Computer gaming 
it is if Carmack says it’s happening, then it's 


happening). The developer Rift is even shipping 
with a copy of Doom 3 BFG Edition, which is a 
Rift-ready version of the id Software game. 

Oculus has been pretty vocal about letting 
people know that the kickstarter is for early 
versions of the headset, and that its main concern 
is getting it into the hands of developers, so that 
they can prepare for a proper consumer launch. 

That might change a little now that one of the 
most anticipated pieces of shaderporn on the 
horizon is going to support it. 


CD Projekt Red is 
CALLING ALL MODDERS 


The Witcher 2 walked away from Gamescom 
with a tonne of awards - now CD Projekt Red 
wants modders to make the game even bigger. 


THE 


NITCHER: 


ASSASSINS or KINGS 


One of the greatest PC - and, now, console - RPGs 
of all time has to be The Witcher. It's dark, grim and 
detailed take on computer roleplaying games has 
won fans through two generations of game, and with 
developer CD Projekt Red moving onto the dark sci fi 
of Cyberpunk, it looks like the company is continuing 
to set its sights high. 

But it's not forgetting The Witcher; however, it 
does want your help, and for that, you’re going to 
need the REDkit. 

“We have our own vision for RPGs: they should 
present an exciting story and give players lots of 
choices that really matter. The REDkit is designed 
to create adventures that way — mature, non-linear 
and engrossing stories set in vivid worlds filled with 
believable characters,” said head of the studio, 
Adam Badowski in a release. 

If you're interesting in tell your own vast RPG 
epics, you can sign up for the REDkit beta program. 
Apply here (http://bit.ly/SxquSU), before the end of 
September, and you’re in with a chance. 


7950 BIOS Update 


AMD go on the offensive, with a 
BIOS update set to combat today’s 
GTX 660Ti NDA lift, is it enough? 


It seems AMD have been reading a few websites 
that broke NDA lift on the GTX 660Ti, as they've 
confirmed and sent out to reviewers the new 
HD7950 BIOS. This BIOS is designed to boost the 
performance of the reference designed HD7950 
enough to ensure a victory in benchmarking suites 
come 7PM tonight (when NDA lifts for the GTX 660TI). 

Unfortunately for AMD, most people received 
their GTX 660’s a while ago, so will have already 
completed testing, and it won't be until the next 
round of reviews that we see changes in the 
HD7950 score. 

Regardless of reviewer tactics from AMD, the 
BIOS is now publicly available for download on many 
popular tech sites, such as TechPowerup. AMD warn 
that this BIOS update may not work on every card, 
and should only be attempted if your card has a “dual 
BIOS” switch (so you have a backup BIOS should the 
update fail). 

It's safe to say if you have a reference designed 
card the updated BIOS is more than safe to use, 
though for custom PCB users, please contact 
your GPU manufacturer before applying the 
updated BIOS. 
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Belcinyy QUAKECON 


QuakeCon 2012 wrap-up 


The virtual reality of PC love 


Nathan Lawrence reports on Dishonored, Doom 3 BFG Edition and virtual reality. 


il t’s refreshing to see that publishers and 
developers are starting to remember that 
the term ‘multiplatform’ refers to more than 
just Xbox 360 and PlayStation 3. Whether it’s 
the fact that hands-off/-on previews are being 
offered on PC again, the unofficial love that the 
likes of FIFA 13 is getting for PC owners (more 
on this at a later date) or the Crytek confession 
that they want Crysis 3 to break PCs, these are 
all steps back in the right direction. 

But this pales in comparison to the incredible 
feeling a PC gamer gets when they walk into 
the hallowed halls of QuakeCon. Sure, there 
are multiplatform titles there on show, but 
QuakeCon is, for all intents and purposes, a 
salute to all things PC gaming. It’s great to see 
that even when publisher/developer love for our 
beloved gaming platform has waned in years 
gone by, QuakeCon has remained a constant 
tribute to the platform that started it all and 
continues to rock. 


Dishonored 


I’m not going to go into too much depth 
for Dishonored, as you can read all about 
it on page 80. | spent about two hours with 
the game, and my session was done with 
commentary by associate producer Seth Shain, 
who | later had the pleasure of interviewing 
about some of the more technical aspects of 
Dishonored. |’ll post my interview with him once 
the magazine hits newsstands but, suffice it to 
say, Seth and Arkane get the importance of the 
PC as a platform, which is set to be reflected in 
the PC version of Dishonored. 

| also got to talk with co-creative director 
Harvey Smith, who chatted about Dishonored 
gameplay decisions, offered an awesome Thief 
anecdote, and touched a little on Deus Ex. As 
for the game, it’s an incredibly deep and refined 
experience. 
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Doom 3 BFG Edition 


One of my biggest gripes with Duke Nukem 
Forever was how it tried to merge old-school 
shooting mechanics with more contemporary 
systems. There’s nothing wrong with an 
old-school shooter, as Resistance 3 proved 
for 2011 (or as Serious Sam reaffirmed more 
recently), and with a few choice changes to the 
Doom 3 of old (namely, more ammunition and 
a shoulder-mounted flashlight), Doom 3 BFG 
edition offers an FPS experience that’s closer to 
the feel of Doom and Doom 2. 

When | was watching people play through 
a section of the so-called Lost Missions, there 
was a lot of running backwards and firing of 
various weapons. When it was my turn to play, 
| took a more aggressive approach, strafing 


around and through the waves of foes while 
unleashing buckshot, bullets and rockets 
into them. While this approach resulted in a 
20-minute demo before the kill screen, the 
potential for Doom 3 BFG Edition, particularly 
for consolers (specifically PS8 owners who 
may have never experienced Doom 3 in any 
capacity), was made clear. 

| played the demo on Xbox 360 and found it 
to be a thoroughly enjoyable experience, even 
though PC is my platform of choice. Then 
again, aiming really isn’t THAT essential when 
you're moving in for point-blank kills with the 
double-barrel shotgun. The 3D also added 
to the experience—something that seems to 
be getting better and better with first-person 
shooters—so owners of 3D equipment should 
be happy with the results. 


Virtual reality 

The highlight of QuakeCon was getting five 
minutes hands-on time with the virtual- 
reality tech that John Carmack is currently 
championing. To date, everyone I’ve talked 
to who's had a chance to play with the tech 
has had nothing but amazing things to say. 
My expectations were high and, after five 
short minutes testing it out, | was sold on the 
potential of a very impressive technology that 
still has a lot of room for growth. 

Even though Carmack was none too happy 
about the homemade nature of the VR goggles, 
it actually added to the charm. Besides the 
insightful commentary that Carmack was 
providing, he was also a very necessary 
helping hand for getting users in and out of 
the apparatus; more than this, he held the 
audio, video and USB cables that would have 
otherwise dangled down by the player's side. 
The trick for the future, apparently, is to make 
the device wireless; short of that, to reduce the 
three cables to a single HDMI cable. 

| pulled the goggles over my head as 
Carmack warned me not to break the strap; 
apparently, another journo had done that 
recently. My peripheral vision was completely 
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blacked out, and it was me versus two small 
screens over each eye. Carmack reminded 
me that | could turn my head to control aiming 
before | heard, “Headphones.” A headset was 
placed into my hands and | pulled them over 
the top of the VR goggles. 

Next | heard, “Controller,” and an Xbox 
360 controller was placed in my hands. Truth 
be told, | was initially disappointed when | 
first saw that the game being played with an 
Xbox 360 controller. “Where's the PC love?” | 
thought. It didn’t take long for me to realise 
that the accuracy of a mouse was completely 


unnecessary once | got the hang of moving my 


head to aim. 


The playable section was early on in Doom 
3 - the part where you're following a security 
bot through corridors and waxing demons — 
but there were enough enemies on hand to 
put the tech to use. Initially, | used the right 
joystick to aim on the X and Y axes, but soon 
discovered it was infinitely more effective to 
use that joystick for moving across the X axis 
and using my head to snap to targets. After a 
minute, | was pulling off snap-to headshots left, 
right and centre, with the result being incredible 
satisfaction and undeniable immersion. 
Strangely, the biggest challenge with the VR 
tech was convincing my legs that they didn’t 
actually need to be walking. | could feel my 
body swaying as | blasted through the corridors 
and, at least a couple of times, felt as if | might 
fall over (the demo was played standing up). 
Carmack had previously warned us that certain 
players found the VR nauseating, but | felt no 
such effects; even when | snapped my head 
straight down to the ground—a manoeuvre that 
he had warned against. 

The reason the VR demo tends to end 
within five minutes is because the demoer dies. 
Having quickly grasped the ins and outs of how 
to aim with my head, | begrudgingly handed 
back the controller as | didn’t see myself 
dying anytime soon. PC gamers who prefer 
fast-paced aiming will be right at home with the 
virtual-reality technology, and with announced 
support for future id games—as well as interest 
from devs such as Epic Games—it may well 
not be too long before this is the next essential 
hardware purchase.( (>) NL 
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eleiINyy MOD MATTERS 


MODIFICATION 


With Ashton “Two mods are better than one” Mills. 


DayZ 


ARMA2 — | 


dayzmod.com 


Bu there’s no such thing as too many 
zombie games. Because fighting for 
survival where every bullet counts and you're 
outnumbered is actually damn fun. And because 
over a million players can’t be wrong. 

DayZ is the mod of the moment, having 
rapidly clawed itself from obscurity to the front 
pages of gaming sites everywhere and garnering 
a huge and loyal player base in the process. 

So popular it has become, in fact, that the 
mod authors are in talks with ARMA2 creator 
Bohemia Interactive to release it as a stand- 
alone game. Remember how Counter-Strike 
started? Team Fortress? DayZ is next. 

If you’ve managed to sequester yourself 
behind a barn door and don’t know what the 
fuss is about, DayZ is not so much the next 
‘CoD with zombies’ or some other pretend 
army-infused FPS game. No, no, DayZ is more 
a zombie simulator where the heroes are the 
zombies, and you're the next meal on the menu. 

ARMA itself is an excellent military simulator 

— the type where you die in one shot from 

a sniper round, the sizzling crack in the air 
you hear only after the bullet’s gone through 
your head. The level of physics is that deep. 
So what better engine to use for surviving 
the Zompocalypse? The key word here is 
‘surviving’ — this is the element that has made 
the mod so popular. In a genre swamped with 
FPS games where you can win the campaign 
barely firing a shot (ahh Black Ops...), ARMA 
and in turn DayZ is hard. Very hard. In fact, 


you spend more time dying than anything else. 
And it’s awesome. 

That you have to scrounge for every bullet, 
to hoard your supplies, to run from hordes of 
zombies you can’t hope to kill, and to even 
fight your fellow man — because everyone is 
out to survive, other players are usually just as 
dangerous. After all, why talk when you can 
take? Hey! | can’t help but notice those nice 
supplies you've got there... 

The result is refreshingly fun and addictive, 
where success is measured in how long you 
managed to stay alive before you die. The DayZ 
counter on the website says it all — at time of 
writing, average life expectancy: one hour and 
five minutes. 

You start off with medical supplies, but no 
weapon — you have to find something, anything, 
to defend yourself, though often running is your 


best bet. The developers have implemented 
an advanced medical system where getting 
wounded is dangerous: if you get hurt, you 
bleed. If you don't bandage, you can fall 
unconscious. If you’re solo, it’s game-over. 

Speaking of which playing with friends is 
fun, but you have to find each other in the 
225Km squared game world, and don’t be 
surprised if they panic and run like fun at the 
first sign of danger. Don’t blame them if they 
do, you'll be doing the same thing! 

Eating and drinking is necessary too, so 
you have to find supplies, making forays into 
built-up areas — which also happen to be 
where zombies tend to congregate. It’s often 
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better to hunt animals which can be gutted for 
food, but you need the right tools, which you 
need to find first... 

To play DayZ you need both ARMA2 and 
the Operation Arrowhead DLC. Such is the 
popularity of the mod, Valve pimped the 
Combined Operations pack (ARMA2 plus 
Arrowhead) on Steam where it topped the 
best seller list. 

Technically the game is still in Alpha, but 
plenty playable. First time players should use 
Six Updater (www.six-updater.net) to ease 
installing the mod and finding servers. 

If there’s one mod you play this year, DayZ 
is it. Dying has never been so much fun. (& 
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Indiana Jones & 
Godfather Bluray sets 


Price: S95 Website: www.jbhifi.com.au 
Ostensibly, when these two awesome boxsets crossed my desk, it was as 
‘excellent for any Dad on Father's Day’ material. To that, we can only say... Bah! 

Everyone should have these films in their collection, and for those that 
don’t have a Bluray player yet, these releases should be ample reason to 
make the upgrade. 

The Indiana Jones boxset is complete with all four movies, in all new 
editions remastered just for this release. Across five disc, you've got pretty 
much every extra and making-of ever made for the films, including all new 
material on Raiders of the Lost Ark. The Godfather 40th Anniversary boxset 
is another five discs, with all remastered editions of the classic crime series, 
as well as the soundtracks to all three films. 

| feel a movie weekend coming on... 
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Koosh Durable 


iPad frame 


Price: $59.95 


Website: www. iworldaustralia.com.au 

Yes, if you're not a fan of the iPad, you can move right along 
now — I'm sure there’s more than enough in the rest of the 
mag to make up for these hundred or so words. 

| would also suggest that if you're not a Star Trek fan, 
moving on could be good too. And if you're not specifically a 
Next Gen or DS9 fan, shoo. 

Cool — now that it's just me and the five people still 
reading, let's look at the Koosh iPad Durable frame and 
stand. Sure, it's designed to keep your iPad safe in the hands 
of noisy brats and kituzy adults, but I’m seeing something 
more elegant — with the bold colours, it looks just like some 
of the later PADD devices you see in Trek. How cool is that?! 

If you don't think it's cool... well, yeah. Carry on. 


Belkin @TV Plus 


Price: $199.95Website: www.belkin.com 
Amassing a giant library of movies, music, and 
television shows, not to mention (non-prOn, of 
course) photos, is easy these days. The sometimes 
hard part is making sure you can access it all 
from any number of the ever-growing devices 
scattered around your average, tech-loving 
household. 

Belkin @TV Plus is one solution, though. tt 
works via WiFi or 3G networks, letting any of 
y your content from whatever tablet, phone or 
laptop you could want. It works with SD and 

HD media, and can connect to and even 
control multiple devices, as well as record from 
live television directly to a mobile device. 

Now if only my tablet wasn’t on full-time duty 
as a mapping device for DayZ, it might be handy... 
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iDJ 2 GO 
Price: $129 Website:www.ionaudio.com 
Okay, so yeah... you can move along again if you're an iHater, but seriously... 
~ how cool is this?! 
The iDJ 2 GO is a complete turntable style mixing interface for your iPad, 
- iPhone or iPod Touch. It just plugs right in, and works either with lon’s own 
_ software, or the rather popular Djay app. 

As someone whose been known to spin the odd tune on occasion, 
this looks like a really handy way to keep your hand in without 
having access to ludicrously expensive full decks. It lets you 
mix all the music on an attached device, and even comes 
with a cheater’s Automix function that generates mixes from 
selected material. 

Time to get this party started! 


World of Warcraft Mega Bloks 
Goblin Zeppelin 


Price: SUS59.95 Website:www.thinkgeek.com 
We're kind of amazed that there’s not sorne law requiring these kits to be covered in “NO, 
WE'RE NOT AT ALL RIPPING OFF LEGO” stickers, but there you go. In fact, | wonder 
why Blizzard hasn't teamed up with Lego to do official kits — | guess New Line beat-em to 
it with official Lord of the Rings lego. 

Regardless, if you like your fantasy Horde-flavoured, this blocky version 
of World of Warcraft’s Goblin zeppelin is what you need. And, if it isn’t, then 
perhaps the half dozen or so other kits can fill that non-Lego-related, but 
block-shaped hole in your heart. 

This one’s our favourite, though, and | can just see myself zipping around 
the Atomic office with it, making little zoomy noises in my best Goblin voice. 
Over-share? 


REGAN 


The rise, fall, and rise 


ARM PROCESSORS 


again of ARM 


Jake Carrol wonders how many people actually realise that their iOS device is a pure- 
ARM powerhouse, or their Android Nexus 7? 


W:: preface things this month by saying 
that we love the electronic gaming sector. 


We love this interesting industry, the creative 
people that make it what it is and the wonderful 
times it brings us, as gamers. We are genuine 
advocates of the art and science. 

Be that as it may, the majority of video games 
consoles (and their respective manufacturers) 
have a fair bit to answer for in many respects. 
They are always behind the current market 


innovations in compute power and performance. 


Initially, they cost a significant amount of money, 
with integration premiums attached to them. 
They often have significant software intellectual 
property lock-up (“I want to play XYZ on this 
platform, but ABC platform purchased the 
rights to it!”), and, more often than not, are 
quite inflexible in what can be done to remedy 
significant bugs or problems in their shipped 
firmware that may have a negative impact on a 
gamer's experience. 

One of the reasons (but certainly not 
the only reason) for these aforementioned 
stumbling blocks is custom silicon and very 
highly engineered hardware platforms. It’s 
not surprising that a Playstation 3 still costs 
what it does, nor is it surprising that it can still 
pump out relatively impressive visuals. The Cell 
processor inside the console was (and still is) an 
immensely powerful (but often critically assessed 


16 


as being extremely hard to program for) CPU. 
The platform SDK is tightly integrated to such 
an extent that in the hands of the right people, 
they can wring every last drop of power from 
the device. The same can be said for the Xbox 
360 and Wii (though, to a lesser extent for the 
Wii, as it’s in a different category of device and 
expectations). 


ba 


So we've got these problems to tackle. They 
are problems because they increase the barrier 
to entry for casual gamers (or simply those who 
cannot afford a console) and they make the 
platform harder to develop on. Cell, PowerVR, 
PowerPC, IBM Xenon (no, not Intel Xeon) et al. 
are all amazing CPU technologies, but there is a 
distinct lack of agility to contend with. 


atemic 


=| About tablet 


CyanogenMod Statistics 


View changelog 


Legal information 


umber 
Android version 


nd version 


The Cyanogen Mod v10, running on the ARMv7 
powered Samsung Galaxy Tablet. 


There is a quiet achiever in the corner though 
(much like the weird kid at the LAN parties from 
issue #140) that is taking the world by storm. 
Intel and IBM should probably be concerned. 


It’s always been there 


It's not sitting in the sphere of consciousness for 
most people, but ARM processors account for 


around 98% of the world’s entire CPU shipments. 


In 2005, 97.2% of the entirety of the world’s 
mobile phones ran on ARM. By 2010 it was 
99.4%. We don’t have an accurate figure for 
2011/12, but we're assuming it’s still significant. 
It’s little wonder that the ARM architecture 
holds the prestigious title of being the most 
widely used 32bit instruction set architecture by 
numbers shipped. 


Generic 


concepts approaching 


ARM is just like any other CPU in many respects. 
It has some cache. It has registers. It has an FDE 
(Fetch, Decode, Execute) cycle. Somewhere in 
there, a pipeline with an instruction set per clock 
cycle limit exists. 

ARM has a slight peculiarity though in that it 
is categorised as a RISC (Reduced Instruction 
Set Computing) based architecture, as opposed 
to the apparent CISC (Complex Instruction Set 
Computing) architecture of x86 commodity 
desktop computers and the majority of the world 
server markets. 

Here is where things are a little interesting. 
The terms CISC and RISC don’t mean a great 
deal anymore given the evolution of the CPU. 
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ARM PROCESSORS 


The early tightly pipelined x86 implementations 
supported every instruction that their previous 
incarnations did. The catch was that they only 
achieved maximum efficiency on a small subset 
of fairly simple operations in the x86 subset that 
was only a little more than any other typical RISC 
CPU. The true differentiation between a CISC 
and RISC CPU in this day and age shouldn't be 
described in these terms. Perhaps using terms 
like “load/store architecture” is a better choice of 
words for a RISC architecture. It’s something that 
ARM CPUs do, that x86 CPUs do not. In theory, 


also offers comprehensive SoC (system ona 
chip) packages, featured prominently in such 
GPU/Compute packages as the Nvidia Tegra 3, 
Apple’s A4, A5, A5X and Samsung's Exynos 4 
Quad, as found in the Samsung Galaxy S Ill. 

Unsurprisingly, you'll find ARM CPUs in 
almost all of our most cherished consumer 
gadgets. Whether it’s your Nintendo DSi, your 
iPad, your ASUS EEE Transformer or your 
Canon Powershot camera, you'll find an ARM 
CPU at the heart. 


Everyone from AMD and Apple 
through to Samsung, Yamaha and ZiiLABS 


are users of ARM. 


it creates a different set of efficiency profiles in 
code execution that are beyond the scope of 
this article. 

The idea of the ARM CPU was originally 
conceived by Acorn Computers. The first ARM 
CPU found in a personal computer was inside 
the BBC Micro, and ARM's architecture was 
and still is licensable. The list of licensees using 
ARM is (with no pun intended) as long as one’s 
arm. Everyone from AMD and Apple through 
to Samsung, Yamaha and ZiiLABS are users of 
ARM. ARM offers its own reference architecture 
CPUs as well as the abstract instruction set. The 
Cortex series CPUs are an example of this. ARM 


The ARM ASX SoC. 


Why ARM? 


ARM's prominence in the mobile world comes 
primarily from the low power utilisation profile. 
Intel can say all it likes about the nature of 

its competitiveness against ARM and how 

the power differential is over-stated, but the 
reality is where Intel is drawing 11 watts for a 
process, ARM is drawing 1 watt, within context. 
Nobody doubts that Intel has a very ‘powerful’ 
architecture in its x86_64 offerings (which, AMD 
actually initiated, not Intel), but time, capabilities 
and agility have caught up to Intel as ARM's 
many colourful SoC solutions are proving. Raw 


: 
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Intel’s PowerTOP, showing the x86 sleep states control based upon process wake-up states and 


system calls. 


clock speed and giant L1, L2 and L8 caches are 
not needed to do the things ARM is currently 
doing, where Intel isn’t even in the market. 

It's an over-simplification, but ARM effectively 
uses less power to undertake equivalent 
calculations compared to x86 counterparts 


useful work however. 

It's not possible for x86 to explicitly do this 
without some hardware interaction and some 
sleep-state application understanding. 

In the ARM world, a slightly better solution 
exists, whereby the processor dips into a low- 


If you pay attention to the media, 
you'll notice a sharp decline in the portable 


gaming revenues of Sony and Nintendo. 


due to the difference in pipeline complexity and 
operational triviality. ARM's power saving ability 
also comes from an operational efficiency in 
memory traversal and RAM utilisation, where 
floating-point interactions are involved. Of course, 
it still comes at a performance penalty compared 
to x86 (although, the performance gap that exist 
is closing in recent times). 

If we dig one more layer down and discover 
that it’s not a hole filled with soil coloured pixels 
(Minecraft has ruined us), there is a further 
complicated demonstration of ARM's power 
saving capabilities: http://goo.gl/SyVZU 

If we take these examples into account, we 
find some really low level examples of things 
ARM can do that x86 cannot. 

If a piece of code fails to lock a mutex, or to 
decrement a semaphore, it can either: 


e Retry until successful. 

¢ Return an error code, saying that something 
went wrong and it couldn’t work at this 
particular time. 

X86 and ARM vary here. In general, you want 

the function to return only when it has acquired 

a lock. Looping and retrying continuously 

consumes power without actually doing any 
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power state, or the OS/kernel requests that 
the OS schedules in a new set of processes 
and retries at some other point in time. ARM is 
special here in the way it handles such requests. 
Don’t get us wrong — x86 has low power states 
too, but it’s done at a different level. ARM can 


IF | ID | EX |MEM 
IF | ID | EX |MEM 
IF 
IF 


turn entire parts of the CPU off. x86 simply slows 
things down and/or reduces the clock rate. 

The lithography and micro-architecture of an 
ARM CPU doesn’t look inherently a great deal 
different than many other SoC layouts. 

One of the unusual aspects to ARM (that 
makes it different to other instruction sets, such 
as x86) is how it executes a single instruction per 
clock cycle. Yes, it’s extremely efficient in terms 
of power consumption, but it doesn’t allow for 
a great deal of flexibility in scheduling, branch 
prediction or pipeline trickery. This is in contrast 
to modern x86 based CPUs that are considered 
(for the most part) superscalar, in that they 
execute multiple operations per clock cycle. 

This is often a criticism of ARM, in that it’s 
restrictive. Certainly, there is enough capability 
in an ARM CPU now to haul graphics, sound, 
floating point and integer performance around 
at an entirely acceptable rate, however. That is, 
until the ARM Cortex-A9, which is considered a 
superscalar CPU as well. 

The next unusual thing about ARM is that an 
ARM CPU can be switched into different highly 
specialised profiles of operation, depending 
upon what is requested of the device. 


¢ Application mode — Cortex A-series. 
e Real time mode — Cortex R-series. 
¢ Microcontroller mode — Cortex M-series. 


One can appreciate that this makes the CPU 
extremely flexible and powerful when used in 
combination and in devices that need to carry 
out different tasks. An example might be an 
iPhone or Android device, which, while running 
that long game of Infinity Blade II, can also, in 
real time, drop into a real time priority mode for 
phone call execution. 


The gaming proposition 

If you pay attention to the media, you'll notice a 
sharp decline in the portable gaming revenues 
of Sony and Nintendo. The DSi wasn’t as 
successful as Nintendo had hoped it would be, 
and the PSP Vita, although very desirable, isn’t a 


The x86 instruction construction 
- a superscalar pipeline. 
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market-storming superstar. 

Meanwhile, without modesty or any regard 
for the feelings of the rest of the sector, the iPad 
and iPhone have paved the way for a mass 
market of mobile gaming. The video games 
market is becoming dominated by mobile 
communications devices that double as a 
gaming platform. All this is facilitated by mass- 
produced, commodity ARM based processors 
and SoCs. 

This then gives way to far more exciting 
ventures, such as the Ouya project. 


Oh you. Oh. Wait. Ouya. 


The first thing we do, as Atomic’s representatives 
in hardware hacking, when we get a new games 
console home, is set to work on hacking it 
somehow. 

Shamelessly, we will do what we can to find 
the holes, exploits and means to understand 


Ouya is famous for attracting the second 
highest amount of money for a project devised 


ARM PROCESSORS 


ARM... its everywhere! 


from a Kickstarter project. 


how things are working in the inside. Not for any 
other reason than the intellectual pursuit or even 
the satisfaction in knowing you had thought of 
something the designer of the hardware and 
software platform had not. 

Imagine however, that you were presented 
with a console that was hacker-friendly from the 
get go. No encrypted boot loaders. No hardware 
level checksums. No logic-board covered in 
molten resin to prevent you snipping wires and 
attaching bus-tracing devices. 

Such a device does exist. The Ouya project 
is an ARM-based gaming console, revolving 
around the Android platform for the core OS and 
kernel. Its very design ethic is about being free, 
open and hacker-friendly. In fact, it's encouraged. 
The unit consists of an ARM Cortex AQ CPU, an 
Nvidia Tegra 3 (T38) SoC, 1GB of RAM anda 
whole plethora of network connectivity. 

Ouya is famous for attracting the second 
highest amount of money for a project devised 
from the kickstarter.com projects register, 
making $8,596,474 USD, and 905% of its goal. 
Extremely large software engineering companies 
in the gaming industry have already announced 
their backing, with Namco/Bandai, Square Enix 
and Infinity Ward all pledging titles to the project 
for ‘free’. 

The Nvidia Tegra 3 SoC consists of the ARMv7 
1.6GHz quad core CPU (Cortex AQ), the Nvidia 
520MHz ULP GPU and a 1600MHz DDR3 
memory controller. It is also known as Kal-El. 

If there is any competition for this unit’s 
graphical processing capabilities, it is in the form 
of the PowerVR SGXMP line of GPUs, found in 
the new iPad, the Playstation Vita and various 
other mobile devices. Several benchmarks put 
the PowerVR chipset ahead in performance 
metrics, at the detriment of battery life and heat 
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dissipation. 

With the advent of ARMv8, making ARM a 
full 64bit end to end architecture, many other 
applications will come within the reach of 
the architecture, including high performance 
computing and scale out data centre/server 
infrastructure. It remains to be seen if ARM in its 
64bit incarnation can duplicate the success of 
the 32bit to 64bit leap that the x86 architecture 
took in the early 2000s, with Intel’s IA-64 and 
AMD's x86_64. 


Everything old is new again 
In a not dissimilar theme to the enterprise 
virtualisation and mainframe market (something 
that happened 40 years ago, which is now en 
vogue again, but in an entirely new way), the 
gaming sector is going back to simple things. 


Attractive, multi million dollar productions with 
cinematic visuals are a great thing, there’s 

no doubt, but something that started as a 
counter culture which has turned into a tidal 
wave of popular gaming is slowly unravelling 

an intriguing story. People and companies are 
realising that the core of gaming is accessibility, 
approachability and fun. ARM processors, with 
their ease of acquisition, fluidity in licensing, 
sensible economics and extremely low power 
profile are making it easier than ever for 
companies that are working on a shoe-string 
to inspire us all, much less let us all have fun, 
without spending $500 on a console, without a 
game. We highly doubt that the people behind 
ARM ever thought or realised they might be the 
great leveller and bringer of equity of technology 
to the masses. Hopefully they will muse upon it 
one day and smile. ( 


Ouya, with its industrial-design mockup shots. 
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ASUS GeForce® GTX 660 Ti DirectCU II TOP hits the spot with 
titanium-strong overclocking, cooling, and stability in even the most 
demanding games 


Shoosing a new graphics card can be daunting, but it always helps to have an obviously good option staring at you. The recent arrival ASUS 
jeForce® GTX 660TI is the best option for you! It packed with a new and efficient, NVIDIA® GeForce® GTX 660 Ti GPU which has been 
‘e-designed from the ground up with ASUS exclusive DirectCU II cooling and Super Alloy Power. 


The ASUS GeForce® GTX 660Ti DirectCU II TOP is based on the latest 
NVIDIA® GK104-derived 28nm GPU and offers a delicately-tuned 

balance of graphics grunt and energy conservation. This card hits the 
sweet spot with gamers that are mindful of space, power and 
affordability. It features 1344 CUDA cores, a 192-bit memory 
interface, and 2GB GDDR5 VRAM and fits neatly in the golden 
mid-range: this card will run anything and won't break your 
piggy bank doing so! 


ASUS GeForce® GTX 660Ti DirectCU || TOP uses a carefully tested and 
selected GPU for better performance and overclocking tolerance. As such, 
it’s factory-preset to 1137MHz on the cores, calculated to 157Mkz, 
increased over reference. Do the math, that’s extra frames in games — 
minus the tuning work! 


V 3DMark 11 (Performance) 
ASUS GTX 660 Ti DCIl TOP [EES P8767 


Reference GTX 660 Ti P7985 


VY Diablo 3 (average high FPS @ 1920 x1200, 4 x AA, 16 xAF, 
ASUS GTX 660 Ti DCII TOP A 181 fps 


Reference GTX 660 Ti [AA 


ASUS adds DIGI+ VRM digital EE 177 fps 
voltage regulation, a precision 
design that allows you to better 


control voltages, giving you more { GTX660TI-DC2T-2GD5 


Graphics processor 


accurate and stable overclocking NVIDIA® GeForce® GTX 660 Ti 
with 30% less power noise. Memory 

lloy P ' 2GB, GDDRS 
Super Alloy Power components Ae Engine Clock 


1137MHZ (boost clock)/ 
1059MHz (base clock) 
Input/Output 

1 x native dual-link DVI-I 

1 x native dual-link DVI-D 

1X native HDMI, 1 x DisplayPort 
Dimensions 

10.7” x 5.4” x1.7” (2-slot) 


resist the harmful effects of heat : Y 
exposure which enables the card to run 
more stable even under full load. It overclocks 
better thanks to enhanced durability, and lasts longer 
without you having to worry about the MOSFETs 
combusting. 


ASUS GPU Tweak yet again gives us one of the friendliest and ce 
most completed card tuning utilities around. You don’t need to be a pita ‘SHC 
pro to make the most of it, thanks to the clear interface which lets you Exclusive ASUS DirectCU I! thermal engineering has proven 


change clocks, voltages, and fan speeds quickly whenever you want. itself as an efficient and quiet solution and the GTX660 Ti employs a 
dual slot system so you can SLi with ease. With thick copper 


heatpipes that employ a direct contact to the GPU base, 
UW Tovrea * you can experience on average, a 20% 
_ABTRG60T-DCZ TOP” drop in temperatures when 

: compared to reference 
cooling solutions. You will 


: | also find that the card runs 
very quiet thanks to lower 


Fess 9 heat stress. ASUS chooses 
e only the best fans and the 
twin 80mm props generate ~ 
almost no noise so your 
gaming rig stays silent. 


ee os Visit www.asus.com.au for more information. 


Easily fine tune settings via sliders or manual value entry 
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Dan Rutter brings the answers to 
your questions like no-one else can. 
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Murdering 
hard drives, again 
In your I/O letters column in issue 134, 


Lb someone wrote in asking about 
sensitive data on an RMAed drive. 

Why did you not suggest a degaussing 
the hard drives before sending them in 
for RMA? Experience has taught me both 
that the major HDD companies accept 
degaussed drives for RMA without a fight, 
but will argue to death taking back one 
that’s in more than one piece, and that 
RMAed drives are not properly disposed of 
despite what their policy is. 

Christopher Robin 


0 | mainly didn’t suggest a degausser... 
Le) because | didn’t think of it at the time. 
The reason why | didn’t think of it, besides 
native incompetence, may have been 
because commercial hard-drive degaussers 
cost thousands of dollars. An electronics 
hobbyist might be able to rig up a 
degausser for less than that, but you need a 
strong magnetic field to erase the high- 
coercivity coatings on hard-drive platters. 
You might be able to do it with the very 
strongest of modern rare-earth permanent 
magnets, but | wouldn’t bet on it. 

And the result of degaussing a drive is, 
from a normal user's perspective, much 
the same as hitting it with a hammer. The 
degausser erases the non-rewritable servo 
tracks, and the drive thus becomes useless, 
if it wasn’t already broken. If a drive is not 
actually broken and you'd like to sanitise 
and reuse it, you can use a ‘secure delete’ 
application that overwrites the data several 
times (see dansdata.com/io097 .htm) and 
then put the drive back into service, or sell it. 

The only advantages of a degausser over 
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mechanically breaking dead drives containing 
information you don’t want to disclose is that 
a powerful enough degausser can guarantee 
that even the NSA cannot recover your data. 
(So does a secure-delete program, but you 
can’t use secure-delete on a drive that doesn’t 
work, but whose platters still contain data.) 

For everyday purposes, though, just 
smashing the drive, or taking it apart, 
salvaging the magnets and tossing the rest 
in the bin, is more than adequate. Particularly 
since you can’t be sure that a mere $3000 
drive degausser actually is powerful enough 
to completely blank the platters. Extract the 
platters and stick ‘em in with your barbecue 
charcoal and you know the data is gone. 

But, as you say, if you can’t get your 
money back on a dead drive if you’ve 
mechanically damaged it, a degausser 
may be the best option. I'd still rather 
mechanically destroy the drive in an 
inconspicuous way, though. The best option, 
if possible, could be to open the drive, 
extract the useful magnets and/or a platter or 
two, and put the drive back together without 
leaving clues. 
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Letting out 
the magic... dust? 
L | have a 2009-model MacBook Pro, 
which seems to create dust from 

nowhere. 

| put it on the coffee table or my desk, 
running, and if it stays there for a few hours 
there is distinctly MORE dust under the laptop 
than on the rest of the table! 


I'm now afraid that there’s a foam dust filter 
disintegrating in there or something. What the 


hell is going on? 

(0) One of the clever features of modern 
Apple laptops is that they have no 
obvious air inlets or outlets. Instead, they suck 
air in through the keyboard, and exhaust it at 
the screen hinge. This is why the laptop can’t 

be stopped from going to sleep when you 
close the lid; there’s not enough air flow. 

(You can override this with a utility like 
NoSleep, bit.ly/nosleepy, but on your own head 
be it if the computer cooks itself.) 

Anyway, some of the household dust that’s 
sucked in through the keyboard settles out of 
the airflow where it exits the computer, like silt 
falling out of water where a river spreads out 
and slows down. Result: mysterious dust under 
the computer. 


The SATA 
socket OF MYSTERY 


When | plug a new, fourth, SATA hard 

drive into my old Pentium 4 home-tile- 
server, built around an Asus P5W DH Deluxe, it 
shows up in the BIOS as an external drive and | 
can't use it in Windows. Won't initialise in Disk 
Management, can’t do a thing with it. | tried 
swapping the new drive’s connection with one 
of the existing ones, and now | could initialise it, 
but the one | SWAPPED it for is now 
inaccessible in the same way. Any ideas? 


Clyde P. 
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(0) The P5W DH Deluxe has three drive-controller chips on it. One is 
built into the Intel Southbridge chip, and has one PATA and three 
SATA connectors. The second is a Jmicron controller with one eSATA 
connector for actual external drives, one SATA connector, and another 
PATA socket. The third controller is a Silicon Image one with yet another 
couple of SATA connectors, but these only work with Asus's EZ-Backup 
software; you can’t use them for normal drives. You've probably 
plugged your new drive into one of those two sockets. 
You can plug a normal SATA drive into an eSATA socket with an 
almost-free-on-eBay adapter cable, so you could use the Jmicron 
eSATA connector for your new drive, and it should show up as a normal 
internal drive since eSATA is electrically the same as internal SATA, just 
with a shielded cable and different connectors. If you want any more 
drives, though, you're going to have to add a SATA controller card. 
(Which, again, will only cost you a few bucks on eBay.) 


Windows.immortal 
L | screwed up my Windows 7 install, aborting in the middle and 
doing it again, or something like that. It’s left me with a windows. 

old folder for the first half-finished install that | can’t delete. Administrator 
account, ‘unlocking’ utilities, nothing works. It’s not taking up a lot of 
disk space, but it just drives me crazy for some reason. It’s my 
computer! | should be able to delete things on it! 

John Keys 


Try Disk Cleanup. Run it (ust typing “disk” in the start-menu 
“Search programs and files” box should find it), select the 


appropriate drive, and let Disk Cleanup have a look at it. 

(If you're not logged into an administrator account, you'll also need 
to tell Disk Cleanup to “Clean up system files” or access “Files from 
all users on this computer” depending on the vintage of Windows you 
have, and provide an administrator name and password.) 

In the list of clean-uppable stuff, you ought to have an entry for 

“Previous Windows installations” or “Files discarded by Windows 

upgrade”, again depending on the Windows version; this is what 
windows.old is meant to contain. Tick that entry and click OK, and you 
should soon be rid of the unkillable folder. 


i Disk Cleanup for (&) 


Disk Cleanup | More Options | 


Files to delete: 


‘You can use Disk Cleanup to free up to 73.9 GB of disk 
space on (C:). : 


“Accounts” folder full of prOn 


®@ Call Of Duty single-player campaigns 14.7 GB 
|) Identical-sounding dubstep 8.3GB 
0 @ Recycle Bin 5.61 KB 


P BPolice Academy 2 and later 


Total ammount of disk space you gain: 29.16 GB 


r Description 


Seriously man, you didn’t even think these were much good 
when you were nine. 


All ’'m saying is, it could work better. 
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Your papers, please 


| | When | try to delete a shortcut off my Windows 7 (64-bit) desktop, 
_3 J Windows says “Are you sure you want to move this file to the 
Recycle Bin”, and asks for a User Account Control password. But | don’t 
want to delete the file, | only want to delete the shortcut to it! How do you 
get rid of shortcuts without deleting the files? 


| Congratulations, you have the good sense to actually log into a 
limited user account, instead of idiotically being an administrator all 
the time, like me. | can't remember the last time | actually did something 
stultifyingly moronic that Windows would have stopped me from doing if | 
weren't logged into an unnecessarily powerful account for everyday 
activities, but using an admin account all the time is still kind of like riding 
a motorcycle without a helmet. 

You might think that having to log in as a more powerful user just 
to delete a file is going a bit far, but there’s actually a good reason for 
it. In several versions of Windows now, the desktop has been a hybrid, 
displaying the contents of two folders. One of those folders is, by default, 
C:\Users\[name of user]\Desktop, and it contains things that will only 
appear on that user’s desktop, and not on anybody else’s. And then 
there’s also C:\Users\Public\Desktop, the contents of which appear 
on every user’s desktop. The file you're trying to delete is in that public 
desktop folder, and you need admin rights to modify that, hence the 
warning. 

Oh, and you are deleting a file, but not the one you're worried about. In 
Windows, each shortcut is itself a file, separate from the file it points to. 
Look at the DOS directory listing for any folder that contains a shortcut to, 
say, program.exe, and you'll see it in its true form; with the default naming, 
it’ll be called “program.exe - Shortcut.Ink”. 

(You can also disable the “delete confirmation dialog”, the “Are you 
sure...” message, from the Recycle Bin properties. You'll still need to 
provide an admin login to delete stuff from admin-permissions folders like 
the public desktop.) 


Winner of the 
“Oh, For Pity’s Sake” award 
L My computer randomly turns itself off. 

3 The last time this happened to me was years ago and turned 
out to be a bad motherboard. But I’ve soak-tested this board running 
PiFast and looping HD movies for days on end, and it’s fine. But while 
I'm normally using it, once every few days, bang, black screen, fans stop. 
Press the power button and it boots up again normally, except of course 
for complaining about not being shut down properly. 

Like | said, I’ve tested everything in the computer and it all seems fine 
if I’m not actually there using it. Removed half of the RAM and then the 
other half, bought a brand new power supply, swapped video card for an 


old one... actually | can’t even remember everything I’ve done, but | must 
have messed with every component at least twice. Still does it. I’m losing 


my mind. Please help. 

0 We both banged our heads on this problem a little more, until | 

| remembered what turned out to cause this problem in one of my 
old computers. That fixed it. 

The problem was: A loose plug on the power cord. 

Sometimes IEC plugs wear down a bit on the outside, and the springs 
inside don’t grip the sockets pins very hard either, so you get a plug that 
disconnects for a fatal fraction of a second when you bump the computer 
with your knee, or stretch your legs under the desk, or whatever. 

Since | and S. Tomlinson do not live very close to each other, we 
applied an honour system to the punishment we deserved for our 
obtuseness, and each slapped ourselves on the forehead. 

S. Tomlinson opted not to get a new power cord, but instead to 
superglue the old one into the socket. Works fine now. ( 


S. Tomlinson 
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What console plans could Valve be harbouring... 


Vr recently announced that work had 
progressed on its Linux port of Steam and 
Left 4 Dead 2, and not only was L4D2 running 
beautifully, but that it was running faster than under 
Windows. 

Which led Linux geeks everywhere to cheer 
(including me). Heck, we've always known Linux 
is a far superior operating system. We're sure 
aliens from across the galaxy are running it right 
now, and will kindly show us some snazzy Conky 
configuration files that will wow our penguin pants 
right off when they arrive to enslave us. 

But | digress — exciting as it is, Steam and Valve 
on Linux belie a far more interesting plan rumoured 
to be under-way at Valve: a new console platform. 


Sounds too good to be true. And... maybe itis, 
just a little. | think the Steambox is coming, and will 
be damn awesome when it does, but it won't be 
easy getting there. 

For one, porting Windows games to Linux is 
primarily about porting Direct3D to OpenGL. Valve 
has full control over its catalogue of games to 
be able to do this, but what of other triple AAA 
developers? Changing graphics APIs is a lot of 
work, especially when there are other functions 
tied up in DirectX that are useful, too, and need to 
be ported. 

One possibility is to wrap them up in Wine (Wine 
Is Not an Emulator). Wine is an amazing piece 
of engineering — it's not a virtual machine, and it's 


For one, porting Windows games to Linux is 
primarily about porting Direct3D to OpenGL. 


Valve has been advertising for hardware and 
Linux engineers, and it's not too hard to see why: 
you've already got a massive distribution platform 
in Steam, you've got a license-free open-source 
operating system you can mould to your liking, and 
you've got a platform for which games can run not 
only well, but fast — it's almost a no-brainer that the 

‘Steambox' as it's known is a golden opportunity 
for Valve. After all, the Xbox is simply cut-down PC 
hardware with cut-down Windows, so imitating the 
same but throwing a cut-down Linux on instead 
wouldn't be hard. 

Add Gabe Newell’s recent comments, where 
he announced that Windows 8 is a disaster for 
gaming, and with a few other big names including 
Blizzard echoing the same, and you start to see 
how a Steambox — and perhaps the gaming 
landscape of PCs, full stop — could be in for a 
revolutionary ride soon. 

And how awesome would that be? Play the 
latest games on Steam on your PC then, in that 
so called ‘rest break’ you've assigned yourself, 
walk into the lounge room, fire up the TV and the 
Steambox, and continue playing the same games 
without missing a beat! 


atemic 


not an emulator. It's a re-building of the Windows 
support libraries from the ground up natively on 
Linux. There are many games you can play on 
Linux through Wine, including Skyrim of all things, 
so it's no weak beastie. But games through Wine 
usually have the odd glitch here and there, like 
graphic corruption or sound issues, because after 
all you're running through reverse-engineered 
libraries. A key advantage for Valve though would 
be the ability to run Windows games without 
needing or paying for a Windows license. 

Another is a DirectX to OpenGL wrapper, of 
the type that powers Gallium and provides for 
fast software 3D on Linux at the moment. Both 
this and Wine though would need extensive work 
initially and on the go, to enable Windows games 
to run natively on Linux, and in turn the Steambox. 

The other event that’s already happening now 
is the expansion of OpenGL as a gaming platform. 
Android games run using OpenGL and thus could 
be easily ported to the PC on Linux much like 
iOS games can go from an iPhone to an iPad 
and Mac. 

A third option is gaming middleware — tools 
like the Unity and Unreal engines. It only takes 


these engines to natively support Linux for any 
games based on them to become Linux native, 
no porting required. Already some engines do 
this, such as Unigine — which you'll recognise as 

a favoured benchmark tool on Windows (Unigine 
Heaven). But did you know you can run the exact 
same benchmark on Linux, too? And that, as a 
middleware engine, there are already games using 
Unigine that work natively on both Windows and 
Linux, such as Unigine’s poster-boy Oil Rush. 

So, despite the rumours, not only would 
Steambox rock the world but there are many 
avenues it could take for playing both Linux games 
and Windows games natively on Linux. And when 
that happens, not only do we have a Valve console, 
but we have the Linux desktop as a gaming 
platform. 

And if you're like me, and the only reason you 
boot to Windows is to play games, then perhaps 
some of us will be building our beast-box PC 
with no Windows on it at all... ( 


Ah, we can dream, Ashton. We can dream. 
amills@atomicmpc.com.au 
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Katie Williams looks at how gamers and 
game developers are tackling sexism, and how 
some of us are just making things worse... 


en years ago, | tore the plastic off the latest issue of an international PC gaming 
magazine. I'd already been a subscriber for a few years, and | knew that this 
was the time of year that publications were packed with flashy new game titles 
and vivid screenshots from E3. This year was no different, though it Seemed 
the editor of this particular mag had chosen to approach E8 a little differently. 


question: “Who were the hottest booth babes at this year’s E3?” 
| remember regarding the bikini-clad girl on the double-page with. 
wariness. Wary, because | was seventeen, and old enough to be int 


didn’t realise that the guilt was the more disturbing factor; | felt guilty that 
of this. | felt guilty because | knew | was willingly looking into a windo 
it wasn’t my place to say, “Hey, this isn’t right.” | knew. that | was the outsi 
something that | had a right to question. Rae 
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So yes, I’ve been in gaming circles for awhile 
now. It's been a decade since | opened that 
magazine and dismissed the disquiet in my 
own mind. But one decade later, the disquiet 
no longer resides just within me. It’s begun 
to spill out, in the last year especially, with a 
kind of ferociousness that's left some gamers 
angry, others resentful, and others still simply 
depressed. It fills the internet, blogs, and Twitter 
with enough debate to clog the internet's 
drainpipes; soon after we think the latest sexism 
controversy has bubbled down and we can all 
get along smoothly, something else happens to 
start it all again. ‘Sexism’ and ‘feminism’ have 
become extremely loaded words that now 
invoke an instant reaction in gamers. It seems 
that no matter what their opinion is, everybody 
is on edge. 

But if | was reading an article rating the 
booth babes of E3 ten years ago, why is this 
backlash only occurring now? Is there space 
for us to discuss the issue maturely as adults, or 
will the problem of sexism only go away if we 
ignore it? Let's look at some of gaming's most 
recent controversies and see how the debate is 
influencing the medium. 


Nota Hit 


In the lead-up to this year’s E3, Square Enix 
released a trailer for the upcoming Hitman: 
Absolution, called ‘Attack of the Saints’; perhaps 
better known since its release as “that Hitman 
trailer”. 

It featured the bloodied Agent 47 bandaging 
his wounds in a mote! bathroom, as outdoors, a 
band of eight women dressed in stiletto-heeled 
boots marched towards the building, tearing off 
their habits to reveal that they were dressed as 
sexy nuns beneath, their bodies shamelessly 
wrapped in thigh-skimming latex with crucifixes 
resting in ample cleavages. One carried a rocket 
launcher, with which she blasted the motel, but 
Agent 47 had managed to beat their attempt on 
his life. One by one, he killed off the women in 
gruesome, undeniably sexually-charged ways. 
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One was garrotted, her petite body buckling 
beneath the Agent’s strength; another was shot 
in the neck, blood spraying onto her barely- 
covered breasts. When a third assassin pinned 
him to the ground, we were treated to a shot of 
her standing over the Agent, the camera peering 
up her very tight skirt, before he flipjpped her over 
and beat her into the asphalt. 

This was the layering together of numerous 
fantasies. Whether that of the game’s developers 
or its marketers, this was apparently what they 
thought gamers wanted to see — the ridiculously 
muscled, bleeding brawn of Agent 47, the erotic 
attractiveness of forbidden females turned sexy 
and nasty, and hyper-violence against women as 
a validation of manliness. 

Ludicrous enough was the absurdity of these 
supposed assassins — in what universe would 
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a sneaky female fighter dress in attention- 
garnering, uncomfortably tight latex? Why is 
this level of hyper-sexualisation never afforded 
to male characters? But this wasn’t merely 
about the depiction of ladies, long a contentious 
subject in the gaming arena. Now they'd been 
blended with Agent 47's near-gleeful strangling 
and nose-breaking punishing of them. It was 
an audacious glorification of not just violence, 
but violence against women; as video game 
critic Brendan Keogh argued, it served as a 


glaring indication of “the rape culture complicit 
in gaming”. 

Since the early days of gaming, the oversexed 
depiction of women was a distinctive feature; but 
in recent years gamers have begun to question 
it. So how had it escalated to this? How were 
we now not just looking at scantily-dressed 
women, but seeing them beaten in the name of 
a fetishistic violence? 

The internet storm that followed the Hitman 
trailer was immense, and serving to amplify the 
backlash for its unashamedly sexist overtones 
were the gamers who insisted that there was no 
reason for the backlash, that such a trailer was 
an innocent bit of good fun and that the hubbub 
was unwarranted. It was, literally, “only a game”. 

As frustrating as the all-too-common sexist 
things to come out of our industry is the 
dismissal of a problem. It’s something we've 
even discussed here in Atomic before, with 
David Hollingworth’s article on homophobia 
and gamers’ insensitive use of the word “gay” 
back in Issue 185. When we speak out against 
something that is racist, homophobic, or sexist, 
we are too often told that we’re simply creating 
a problem, trying to whip up a controversy from 
thin air. We're told that we're too sensitive, that 


How were we now not just looking at 
scantily-dressed women, but seeing them 
beaten in the name of fetishistic violence? 
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A Safe Space 


Misogyny and harassment of women 
is a serious problem in persistent 
online communities, especially with 
games like World of Warcraft. Nico 
Deyo is a prominent writer in the WoW 
community; she has contributed to 
WoW Insider and owns the well-known 
Very Lemonade and Apple Cider Mage 
blogs. As a response to harassment 
she has experienced in-game, she 
now manages a guild, Northrend 
Commonwealth, in the US Cenarion 
Circle realm as a ‘safe space’ for 
women to enjoy WoW. 

Nico cites her own experience with 
harassment as a motivating factor in 
running Northrend Commonwealth. “I 
was slut-shamed on the realm forums, 
impersonated in trade chat, and 
harassed and sexually abused via 
IRC, message boards, blogs, social 
media...” The harassment lasted four - 
years, during which time she received 
constant threats of death and rape. 

“My guild was my refuge and support 
network, so the idea that it could be 
for others — especially women — was a 
particularly huge goal for me,” she say: 
Nico and her fellow officers sought out // 
members from marginalised groups, _ 
such as women and queer people, and 
from there on their attitudes shaped the 
guild’s supportive atmosphere. 

“All of us are activists and feminists 

in our own right outside of WoW,” Nico 
explains. “Many of us are also bloggers, 
meaning we try to shape larger gamer 
culture and the WoW community with 
our feelings on social justice issues.” 
And while it can be tough to champion 
a cause many gamers still find so 
controversial, the guild has noted some 
positive changes; Nico herself even 
convinced Blizzard to change a bit 

of dialogue in the upcoming Mists of 
Pandaria expansion that treated female 
characters in a “creepy” way. 

Northrend Commonwtealth is now 
home to 185 unique players, with 526 
characters populating its member list. 

“Players have said that it is the one 
place they feel safe or comfortable to 
be themselves, that they have never 
been treated so nicely as they have 
in Northrend Commonwealth,” Nico 
reveals. “They say that we’re generous 
and kind, and they have faith in gaming 
and WoW again.” 

“Making a place safe and respectful 
for gamers is not hard, but it does 
require work,” she finishes. “But it is 
essential, in my mind.” 
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we can’t handle a joke. 

We're told that if we stop acknowledging or 
admitting that it's a problem, it will go away. 

But it’s not going away. The Hitman trailer 
showed that the problem is only intensifying, 
and the rush to defend the criticism suggests 
that we're finding it confronting. This is, after 
all, calling for change in an industry whose 
views on women haven't been challenged until 
very recently. But more women are gaming 
now; half of gamers are women. This can no 
longer be seen as a vocal minority choosing 
to be offended. This is a full half of the gaming 
population speaking up; they’re saying that this 
reatment isn’t right, and we can’t push it back 
any more. 

Sadly, the treatment of those brave enough 
© speak up suggests how badly entrenched 
many of us have become in the boys’ world. 


Internet vs Woman 


n May this year, feminist blogger and 
video producer Anita Sarkeesian created a 
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Kickstarter page in the hopes of funding her 
next video series, ‘Tropes Vs Women in Video 
Games’. She had created videos before on 
sexism and various female tropes previously, 
especially in film, and this next web series was 
intended as a curious look into how those issues 
manifest themselves in the gaming medium 
specifically. 

But unlike her previous works, this pledged 
video series attracted a torrential amount of 
criticism — even abuse. 

At the hands of a flood of internet trolls, 
Sarkeesian suffered forms of intimidation 
intended to silence her. Vulgar comments 
attempting to invalidate her viewpoint flooded 
her YouTube videos. Her Wikipedia entry was 
repeatedly vandalised with sexual and racist 
abuse; Photoshopped pornographic images of 
her were even edited into the article. Attempts 
were made to obtain and distribute her contact 
information so that people could take their 
threats offline and cut her down in the real world. 
The criticism had already spiralled beyond 
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any reasonable measure. Sarkeesian blogged 
frankly about mail and comments she'd received, 
and bravely, she even made public some of 

the pornographic and defamatory images of 
her that had been doing the rounds on forums. 
What really pushed things too far was a Flash 
game, “Beat Up Anita Sarkeesian”, uploaded to 
Newgrounds. The sole goal of this game was 
to allow users to beat Sarkeesian’s face into 

an unrecognisable mess of weeping cuts and 
purple bruises. 
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It was ironic that her aim of bringing attention 
to sexism in gaming drew detractors that 
perfectly proved her point. Just days into her 
Kickstarter campaign, Sarkeesian would already 
have had enough material to fill a video series on 
misogyny in gamers, let alone in the games that 
they played. But it spoke volumes about how 
deep the sexism issue had become in gaming; 
left unchallenged to marinate for so long, it 
had finally thickened into a relentless stew that 
bubbled violently at the introduction of this new 


0 


LEFTADEAD 
LAHORE 
ViFMAN OOD AUS 
isa RATASY 
“MOKIALRUMGAL 
¥ 


» 
Ks 


ETT RAtERETe tonne FoTURe: 


SPECIAL FEATURE 


viewpoint. 

In an interview with the New York Times, 
Sarkeesian praised the gaming industry for its 
current move towards change, although she 
noted: “| think there is a small group of male 
gamers who feel like gaming belongs to them, 
and are really terrified of that change happening.” 
The fact that she should even suggest pointing 
out flaws in the game industry's approach to 
women — without even a suggestion or call for 
change — seemed to intimidate gamers, many of 
whom turned aggressor when the culture that 
cushioned them was questioned. 

While horrific, Sarkeesian’s experience was 
perhaps necessary in helping gamers and the 
industry evaluate themselves. The behaviour 
she was subjected to only justified the prevalent, 
mainstream view that gamers were misogynistic, 
immature basement dwellers. We game in a 
gated community, and within its boundaries 
it’s easy to dismiss such events as just being 
part and parcel of gaming. We needed the 
embarrassment of being picked up on by the 
mainstream media; we needed the challenge to 

move on. 


Crofting a backstory 

And that's why, in recent years, we've witnessed 
developers trying to turn things around too. 
More and more people have been catching 
onto the problem and committing themselves to 
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addressing it, and conscious steps have been 
made towards more mature representations of 
female characters. It’s a rocky road, though, and 
one we still don’t quite know how to traverse. 

When the Tomb Raider franchise changed 
hands in 2010, developer Crystal Dynamics felt 
that the shapely Lara Croft needed an overhaul, 
a fleshing out of her backstory rather than 
her bra. Her statistics shrunk to more realistic 
proportions, and an origin story was chiselled out 
of the flippant, pistol-wielding female fantasy she 
had previously been. Gameplay trailers released 
earlier this year for the rebooted Tomb Raider 
showed us a Lara that was blissfully normal, a 
young woman thrust into a tough situation and 
having to learn to fight for her own survival. This 
was no longer someone who wiggled her hips 
as she tucked two smoking guns into her belt 
after killing a dozen enemies. This was someone 
who was forced to kill, and visibly shaken by it. 

It was a very commendable move on the part 
of the developers, who had apparently taken on 
board years of criticism of Lara’s shallow sex 
symbol status and decided to turn the character 
on her head, evolving her into a relatable person. 

Jarring, then, was when executive producer 
Ron Rosenberg chose to speak for Lara at this 
year’s E8. In an interview with website Kotaku, 
he described her as somebody who needed 

“protecting”, specifically by the player, who he 
admitted was generally male. He mentioned 
that part of her evolution was having to defend 
herself against being raped, “literally [turning her] 
into a cornered animal”. 

This coloured Lara as a victim rather than a 
hero — or perhaps, more disturbingly, a man’s 
idea of what a female hero should be. It’s largely 
women who deal with the constant, horrific 
threat of rape; to a man like Rosenberg, who will 
never fully comprehend the rape culture in which 
women live, rape was apparently seen as some 
sort of character-building exercise. 

That's not to say rape is a topic that should 
be avoided in gaming. It’s a complex medium; 
we're very capable of exploring grown-up topics. 
But here, we were looking at a very surface-level, 
adolescent idea of rape’s effect on a woman. 

It played on the assumption that women are 
inherently weak, that they can only be seen as 

‘strong’ when undergoing some sort of trauma 
that a strong male character inexplicably would 
never have to endure. Why did Lara have to 
have strength beaten into her? Why doesn’t 
Nathan Drake need a backstory in which he is 
belittled and wrestled to the ground, becoming 
a physically and emotionally violated victim to 
someone else's exertion of power? 


Girlfriend Mode 


Last month, Gearbox Software revealed a new 
character in the upcoming Borderlands 2. The 
Mechromancer is a punk, pigtailed girl with a 
skill tree called “Best Friends Forever”, designed 
to help those less acquainted with first-person 
shooter and RPG mechanics still enjoy the game. 
It's an admirable goal. Not everyone has 
grown up with shooters; hey, not everyone has 
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grown up with games, but they're a wonderful 
and entertaining hobby and certainly 

no first-timer can be blamed for being 
curious enough to try it out for themselves. 
Something like the Mechromancer’s 
skill tree is, on paper, a great way of 
opening the medium up to outsiders, 
increasing accessibility ina game as 
bursting with complex mechanics 

as Borderlands 2. A skill called ‘Close 
Enough’, for instance, makes missed 
shots ricochet off walls and back 
towards the target, making perfect 
aim in fast-paced combat less of a 
necessity. 

The developers were certainly excited 
by this way to open the game up to casual 
players and even non-gamers, and they were 
all too willing to discuss the character with 
journalists. But one interview revealed that 


however good the intentions, the ideas behind it 
may still have been tempered by a subconscious 


sexism. 

“| want to make, for the lack of a better term, 
the girlfriend skill tree,” said lead designer John 
Hemingway in an interview with news website 
Eurogamer. “This is, | love Borderlands and | 
want to share it with someone, but they suck 
at first-person shooters. Can we make a skill 
tree that actually allows them to understand the 
game and to play the game?” 
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The problem wasn’t the desire to make the 
game more accessible. It was the assumption 
that the kind of person who necessitated this 
easier mode of play was a woman — specifically, 
the girlfriend of a male player. This has disturbing 
implications because it assumes that a woman 
will only have an interest in playing due to aman, 
and it assumes that she will be a lesser player 
than that man. 

This is an unfortunate example of what is 
called “ingrained sexism”. It was the assumption 
of what a woman was thinking, or what her level 
of ability would be. It was an attempt to help, 
but based on gender assumptions and not by 
the players’ actual need for it. However genuine 
the intentions of opening the Borderlands 2 
experience to the less skilled, hearing such 
statements from a developer only felt more 
isolating, and a little condescending. How are 
experienced women gamers going to feel when 
they hear the lead designer of a game referring 
to a ‘girlfriend mode’ for less experienced 
players? If, by chance, a non-gamer woman 
does happen to pick up Borderlands 2, how will 
she feel being told that there’s a gameplay mode 
built specifically for people like her, specifically for 
women who suck at games? 

Now, it’s very unlikely that Hemingway is 
actually a misogynist. It’s highly doubtful that 
Gearbox, as a company, has a misogynistic 
agenda. The studio has more than 
commendable intentions. 

But this was a prime example of how carefully 
we need to tread in the journey to truly make 
the gaming community more inclusive. We're 
making praiseworthy steps for sure. We also 


The Mechromancer from 
Borderlands 2 


\ SPECIAL FEATURE 


need to examine all of our failures, so that we 
can better dissect our issues and determine how 
to avoid them and move on in the future. 


Now we're 
getting somewhere 


Ten years ago, when | cracked open that 
magazine to an article rating the attractiveness 
of booth babes, it wasn’t the sort of thing that 
anybody kicked up a fuss about. It was an 
unspoken fact: gaming was a boys’ world. 

But in 2012, that’s just not the case anymore. 
Women are as much a part of the gaming space 
now as anybody else. We're now gaming in 
a time where we can speak up about hurtful 
issues and feel there will be someone to listen 
and not just brush us aside any more, perhaps 
even someone to help bring about change. 

The gaming community has seemed noisy 
lately, there’s no denying it. Every week we pick 
through the debris of a new controversy. There’s 
already a fatigue in relation to issues of sex and 
gender, but women have felt fatigued far longer 
by the prevalence of skimpily-dressed female 
characters and sexualised violence in our hobby. 
We're noisy now because we're finally able to 
speak up, and we know that our voices can 
engender change. We're already moving into a 
community that is more open, more grudgingly 
making compromises. We're venturing forth, 
finally challenging the ideas that have become 
too prominent a part of gaming culture, and 
already we're seeing some positive work done 
in the area of making gaming enjoyable for all. 
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NEWS, REVIEWS AND ROUNDUPS ON THE LATEST HARDWARE 


t's all about video cards in this issue’s That's not all, of course, as we also look at new 
Head2Head. With NVIDIA releasing its latest motherboards from ASUS and GIGABYTE, RAM 
pixel-pusher, teh GTX 660, we've taken the first from Patriot, and a new keyboard ThermalTakes 
ones to hit the market and put them through peripherals arm, Tt eSports. 
their paces, comparing them to other high-end And don't forget our KitLog, of course - your 
NVIDIA cards, as well as the top contenders from __ essential destination for our picks of the best 
AMD. We find out the best cards for price and hardware for four different PC builds. 
peformance in this ultimate match-up. Time to get upgrading... 
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HEAD2HEAD: VIDEO CARDS 46 
We round up the latest video 

cards from NVIDIA, and compare 
them with the top efforts from 
AMD< to find the best modern 

card for your next upgrade 
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Our top picks in tech. 60 
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HOW WE TEST | 


W: do a lot of testing in our labs, and we look long and hard at every piece 
of hardware to determine whether or not it passes muster. From taking a 
new card out of its packaging, to bundled extras, to performance, every facet 
of a given piece of kit's ‘user experience’ is under scrutiny. 

In some instances, we have tough benchmarks to help us rate gear. For a CPU 
or a graphics card, raw performance is, of course, the most vital stat as whether it 
stinks or smells like roses, as well as the ability to overclock well. But there are other 
things we pay attention to in the review process. 

Value for money is an important consideration, especially in the current 
financial climate. High end gear is expensive enough as it is, so we look for 
good bundles. For instance, a graphics card that comes with a game or two, 
all the cabling you'll need, and little surprises like tools and other bumpf will 
score higher than a card that costs similar, but doesn’t give you any presents. 

Build quality is another thing we rate. From a PC case to a motherboard, we 
like our hardware well-made and capable of a taking a bit of punishment. We 
also like any included manuals to be clear and concise. 

A lot of what we look for can be hard to put into numbers, we admit, but we 
try to think about what any enthusiast would think about their new gear after 
laying down money for it, installing it, and then using it. 

And our benchmarks help, too. We've picked a suite of games and 
applications that anyone can get access too, so that you — the reader - can 
easily compare your own gear with the kit we have in each issue. In fact, we’d 
recommend to all our readers that they run all of these tests on their systems 
and save the results, so you can always have a familiar benchmark of your 
own to compare to the latest gear in Atomic. 


Our shiny Alienware-powered Gaming Lab, where we | 
do most of our game reviewing and peripheral testing. i 
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\ HOW WE TEST 


CPU Benchmarks: | 


Hexus PiFast 

http://pifast.hexus.net/pifast.php 

PiFast is a program that essentially calculates pi to a set amount 
of decimal places. It is a single-threaded application (one core/ 
thread) and we run it at ten million places (10, 000, 000) using the 
Chudnovsky method, in the standard mode with no compression, 
and a FFT length of 1024kb. The program is free, so grab it and 
run it on your CPU. Memory bandwidth plays a significant role in 
the final performance of this program, so be sure you bump up 
the frequency as well as the CPU clock! 


wPrime 

http://www.wprime.net/ 
“wPrime uses a recursive call of Newton’s method for estimating 
functions”, says the website as it attempts to explain in plain 
English what it does. What it does do is, essentially, complex 
square rooting and other number functions, which are able to be 
split uo evenly between multiple cores, or simply run on a single 
core. We use wPrime 32M in both single and multi-threaded runs. 
The results of the single run are divided by the results of the multi 
run, and this gives us the efficiency of the CPU being tested — very 
useful knowledge to have when comparing chips and evaluating 
the benefits of overclocking. 


GPU Benchmarks: | 


Batman: Arkham City 
http://community.batmanarkhamcity.com/ 

“Console port,” you cry. “omg ur teh nOObs” and so on. But the 
important take-away from this benchmark is that Arkham City is a 
fantastic, modern example of a cross-platform game that features 
the latest enhancements to the Unreal 3 engine; an engine that’s 
going to be around for a while yet. We run it at 2560 x 1440 with 
16 x AA, 16 x AF, and record the FPS as we zip around Arkham as 
everyone’s favourite bat-themed hero. If a product can run this at a 
smooth 60 frames per second, it’ll run almost any Unreal 3 game. 


Battlefield 3 

http://www. battlefield.com/au/battlefield3 

Gone are the days where Crysis is an appropriate benchmark 

for system performance; not only are we slightly bored of seeing 
the same scene over and over again, but newer games have 
been released. One of the prettiest is Battlefield 3, a game that 
commands a large, loyal following, in part due to its brilliant 
graphical engine: Frostbite 2. Featuring destructible terrain and 
shiny visuals, we run it at 2560 x 1440 with 2 x AA and 8 x AF. Ifa 
product does well here, it’s going to be fine in basically every title in 
the forseeable future. 


atomic 


Cinebench RT1.5 x64 


http://www.maxon.net/downloads/cinebench.html 

Cinebench is a stalwart benchmark, and is one of the more 
entertaining ones to watch. It focuses on rendering an image at 

900 x 650 resolution, complete with ray-traced light effects and 
much more. It can be run in either singlethreaded or multithreaded 
mode, and efficiency is calculated the same way as for wPrime. The 
program also supports up to 64 threads in total, and watching eight 
threads with Sandy Bridge-E is quite impressive. The difference in 
performance between 32- and 64-bit is minimal — but really, you've 
got no excuse for not running x64. It's 2012 after all! 


AIDA64 


hitp://www.aida64.com/ 

AIDA64 is the spiritual follow-up benchmark to the original program 
by Lavalys, Everest. It's a system information tool that monitors 
voltage, temperature, as well as reporting on peripheral devices 
such as UPS batteries. Hardware and software model numbersare 
noted here, but perhaps the most useful part of this program is the 
memory benchmarks. Ready for the fastest quad-channel memory, 
this tests the read and write bandwidth as well as latency. The 
program is a small download, but keep in mind that you only get a 
thirty day trial until you purchase the full version for $40. 


Unigine Heaven 3.0 
http://unigine.com/products/heaven/ 

A synthetic benchmark built specifically to harness the latest and 
most demanding features of DirectX 11, Heaven is one of the best 
ways to test a card’s tessellation capabilities. With a built-in timed 
run around a fully realised world, this benchmark taxes cards 
significantly and puts them under serious stresses. We test at a 
resolution of 2560 x 1440 using 2 x AA and 8 x AF, completing a 
run of the built-in benchmark. We set all the settings to ‘extreme’, 
including tessellation. This highlights how well the cards can 
handle DirectX11 features and what they'll be like in a game that 
takes advantage of those techniques. 


3D Mark TI 

http://www.3dmark.com/3dmark11/ 

t really wasn’t that long ago that we were introducing readers 
to 3DMark Vantage, but the relentless pace of hardware creep 
has led to a whole new benchmark, 3DMark11. Designed to 
measure a PC’s gaming performance, this latest version makes 
extensive use of all the new features in DirectX 11 including 
tessellation, compute shaders and multi-threading. We test 
using the Performance preset, which runs at 1280 x 720 with 
no AA or AF. This isn’t the highest settings, but the free version 
of this benchmark can only use this preset; feel free to compare 
your scores with ours! 
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MOTHERBOARD 


ASUS Crosshair V Formula-Z 


Some cool new tech on the board, but not quite an essential upgrade. 


Street Price $329 Website www.asus.com 


Specifications <AM3+>; 990FX chipset; ATX form factor; 4 
x PCI-e 16x (2 x 16x, 2 x 8x); 2 x PCI-e Ix, 1x 2x eSATA3, 8x 
SATA3; DDR3-2400 


I: hard to launch a premium AMD 
motherboard at the moment, but it seems 
ASUS is confident the market is there, and for 
this reason has re-launched a second revision of 
the Crosshair V Formula, adding a nifty ‘Z’ to the 
end of the name. Not a whole lot has changed 
however, with most of the notable improvements 
being focussed around gaming (as they should, 
on a ROG motherboard). : 

To kick things off, let’s take a look at the 
‘Game First’ technology now included on 
the motherboard. This uses the Intel LAN 
controller to artificially restrict bandwidth to 
certain applications and optimise the bandwidth 
allocation for others (such as games). Ideally 
this would allow you to play some games while 
downloading, and the software should limit the 
download to a speed that won't impede on 
your gaming experience. In Australia, however, 
it’s a little difficult to justify, as we often need all 
the speed we can manage. Instead, the 
software works better for us in that we can 
restrict ALL other application bandwidth while 
we game, ensuring nothing receives any priority 
over gaming. 

This technology is the same as currently 
present in many ASUS routers and modems. 
And to be honest the moderr/router solution 
makes far more sense, as you can restrict 
certain IPs and also network activity before 
reaching anyone’s computers. With the Game 
First software on this motherboard, you're only 
controlling your own PC, and there's nothing 
stopping your Med-Student roommate from 
torrenting nine seasons of Top Chef while you’re 
trying to settle in for an evening of games.* 


ASUS Maximus V Formula-Z 


Stock 


15x240; DDR3-1680 


@9-9-9-121T 


PiFast (seconds) 

wPrime 32M — Single-thread (seconds) 39.462 
wPrime 32M — Multi-thread (seconds) 7.678 
CineBench R11.5 x64 — Single-thread 1.07 
CineBench R11.5 x64 - Multi-thread 6.06 
AIDA Read (MB/s) 18762 
AIDA Write (MB/s) 21435 
AIDA Latency (nanoseconds) 
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Moving on to sound upgrades, the new 
Supreme FX Ill chip included sits just behind the 
PCI lanes, separated by a semiconductor line, 
in an attempt to reduce any noise generated by 
the motherboard. As for overall sound quality, it’s 
pretty decent, as you’d expect, and should be 
enough for any gamer and even self-proclaimed 
audio enthusiasts. Though, as always, you're 
going to notice a bigger difference depending on 
what you're actually using to generate the sound 
(speakers) and also the quality of the sound file 
(mp3 isn’t the best way to test a sound card). If 
you swear by dedicated sound cards, we'd say 
only a card like the ASUS Xonar Essence STX 
would come close to being an upgrade, and at 
~$190 it’s not worth moving away from the more 
than capable on-board solution included here. 

Other features included are the Fast Boot 
and Direct Key, located at the bottom of 
the board near the USB and Front Panel 
connections. Essentially Fast Boot removes 


OCT (best stable auto 
overclock) 

16x240; DDR3-2100 
@9-9-9-121T 


OC2 (best stable manual 
overclock) 

17x260; DDR3-2420 
@12-12-12-261T 


36.876 

7.326 6.431 
1.43 1.82 
6.74 8.63 
23437 26921 
23567 29873 


any unnecessary hardware scans from your 
usual POST, allowing you to quickly enter the 
OS. Unfortunately the Fast Boot only works 
on Windows 8 currently, so it’s not operational 
unless you're using a pre-release OS. What the 
Direct Key does is allow you to enter the |OS 
while Quick Boot is active. Due to the fact Quick 
Boot skips the “press x to enter BIOS” stage of 
POST, you otherwise wouldn't be able to enter 
the BIOS. It's a handy feature for anyone who 
likes to get into their OS fast, and in our testing 
(with a single SSD only) we went from cold-boot 
to iOS in about four seconds. Though remember, 
this only works with Windows 8 so far. 

Other changes are fairly subtle or non-existent, 
so unless you're actually chasing the new 
revision of sound card, Game First software 
on the Intel LAN chip or fast boot for Windows 
8, there really isn’t a whole heap of difference 
between the vanilla Corsshair V Formula and the 
'Z’ revision. (=) MW 
“this story may or may not be based on actual events. 


Performance Sy ea 
It's one of the fastest te 
S90FX boards on the 


Bundle 
Aton of extra doodads, 5 | | 
cables and software. Somes 


Value 


Saari 
Extremely expensive TA ‘4 | 
compared to SSOFX ey 


Build 
Very hard to fault. 


Overall 
Very nice motherboard, 
though it's bloody expensive. 
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Magnificent 
mm = from the outside, 


© High density noise-reducing 
material for an optimal silent case 

® Patent pending ModuVent™ design 

® Top HDD cage (5 trays total) can 
be rotated 90 degrees or removed 

© Three-speed fan controller in front panel 

® Two Silent Series R2 fans included 

© Wider case body allows for improved 
cable routing 

© New tool-less front fan fascia makes 
switching fans a breeze 

® Two SSDs can be mounted on the back 
of the motherboard plate 
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Gigabyte Z7/7X-UP4 TH 


A great mid-range board with some surprisingly solid features. 


Street Price $469 Website www.gigabyte.com.au 


Specifications <1155>;Z77 chipset; ATX form factor; 3 x 
PCI-e 16x (1 x 16x, 1x 8x, 1x 4x); 3 x PCI-e Ix, 1x PCI; 4 x 
SATA2, 2 x SATA3, Ix m-SATA; DDR3-1600 


O: boy, does the new UP series from 
Gigabyte have a few tricks on show. First 
off, let's get stuck into the new PWM, and more 
specifically anew MOSFET design. Packed into 
this new IR8550 MOSFET is the traditional four- 
stage design, consisting of the Driver IC, High 
Side MOSFET and two Low Side MOSFETs. 

Essentially what the IR8550 does is combine 
the traditional four-chip design of a traditional 
MOSFET layout, into a single chip. Some would 
think this would increase thermal output, as 
the chip itself would control the flow of higher 
amperage and voltage, when compared to the 
individual components previously used. This, 
however, is not the case, thanks to the very 
low-loss copper used for the power connections 
between the MOSFETs. 

What this means is lower power usage (due to 
less energy lost as heat), less space occupied on 
the PCB, less space occupied by large heatsinks 
(due to cooler operating temperatures) and, 
lastly, a reduced cost. For this reason it will be 
available not only to the high-tier boards like the 
traditional UP4,5 and 7, but will also flow down 
to the 3 series and M-ATX boards too. 

What we should now be seeing from Gigabyte 
(if it hasn’t already done this with the Z77 UD 
series) is an age where a low-tier motherboard 
can overclock just as well as a high-tiered board. 
Of course there are still other technologies and 
features setting them apart, but for pure power 
delivery and CPU overclocking, the new IR3550 
MOSFET should bring low temperatures and 
high overclocks to models previously brushed 
aside by enthusiasts. 

In our testing we took a temperature probe 


Gigabyte Z77X-UP4 TH 
"a737I0K 


Stock 


PiFast (seconds) 


wPrime 32M — Single-thread (seconds) 36.25 
wPrime 32M - Multi-thread (seconds) 7.096 
CineBench R11.5 x64 - Single-thread 1.63 
CineBench R11.5 x64 - Multi-thread 7.56 
AIDA Read (MB/s) 19458 
AIDA Write (MB/s) 22567 
AIDA Latency (nanoseconds) 
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MOTHERBOARD 


35x100; DDR3-1600 
@9-9-9-121T 


and compared the old 
Z/7X-UD4 to the new Z77X-UP4. 
What we discovered was nothing short of 
amazing. Under peak loads with a stock clocked 
i7 3770K the traditional MOSFET assembly 
was reaching temperatures of 91C on average, 
while the new IR3550 chip sat happily on 62C. 
Remember, this is without a heatsink; but what if 
we put the heatsink back on? (Or, at least as best 
you can over the top of a flat probe). While the 
traditional MOSFET did fall to 76C, it’s still rather 
warm when compared to the 41C of the IR8550. 
On to the next big change over from the 
UD4 to the UP4 TH, and that’s the inclusion of 
Thunderbolt ports. It should be mentioned that 
Gigabyte will be launching quite a few UP series 
motherboards with Thunderbolt ports, and the 
fastest way to identify which bards come with 
Thunderbolt is simply by the ‘TH’ letting at the 
end of the motherboard name. We don’t yet have 
a price for the non-TH version of this board, but 
we'd assume it’s going to be reasonably cheaper. 
Obviously the benefit of Thunderbolt is the 
increased bandwidth, and the ability to daisy 
chain devices. Given that Gigabyte has included 
two ports, it's possible to daisy chain up to 12 
Thunderbolt devices from one to another, and 


OCI (hest stable auto 
overclock) 
38x102.6; DDR3- 


OC2 (best stable manual 
overclock) 


48x100; DDR3-2400@ 


1642@9-9-9-121T 12-12-12-261T 
32.76 29.41 

6.983 5.201 

1.91 2.23 

8.32 9.16 

22901 23572 
22903 26841 


also two monitors. Of course with the cost of 
Thunderbolt devices and cables, you'd be looking 
at a couple of thousand dollars to set all that up, 
but we appreciate the effort put in by Gigabyte to 
offer a motherboard that can happily remain as 
the backbone of your PC well into the future. 

As for the standard features the board 
Officially supports both 2-way SLI and Crossfire, 
though the Thunderbolt ports take the rest of 
the bandwidth; a third card is out of the picture. 
Things like LED diagnosis screens, CMOS reset 
buttons and OC buttons have all been scrapped, 
and instead Gigabyte has focussed on the 
essentials. We think it's a good move combining 
truly useful features, an innovative design and 
most important of all, a competitive price tag, at 
least in terms of Thunderbolt connectivity. The 
UP series is definitely one to watch. (©) 


Performance poss 
As fast as the UD4, ted | 
and cooler. 


Bundle 


All of the usual stuff, >< { e | 
Value pias gi 
Considering the tech ‘= 4 | 
we'd say it’s a good buy. wy ] 
Build RAR ONE bs 
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Truly innovative. Keser oe 


Overall 
Attruly useful board at 
a fair price: 
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Tt eSports Knucker 


An awkward name belies a less-than 


precision gaming keyboard. 


Street Price $45 Supplier ThermalTake 
Website www.ttesports.com 


Specifications USB interface; plunger action; up to 16 
anti-ghosted keys; 25Hz poll-rate; multimedia keys; 2x 
USB ports; 1.8m cable. 


pees Tt eSports range has 
delivered some remarkably solid keyboards, 
especially in the Meka series. The early 
Challenger series was a solid effort, but it was 
the Meka range that showed off ThermalTake’s 
dedication to the gaming peripheral space. The 
rather oddly named Knucker, though, seems 

like a bit of a step backward, at least in terms of 
performance and in-game feel. 

Despite some flashy red trim and specially 
tinted keycaps, there’s something almost retro 
about the Knucker’s design; it could almost 
be a rebadged and painted Honeywell board, 
though it is far more compact. It is nice to see a 
gaming keyboard that isn’t ridiculously coloured 
or over-designed, and the detachable wrist 
rest and rubber surfaced fold-out feet make for 
comfortable typing and gaming. 

The real problem with the board, though, 
is what’s meant to be its greatest strength. 


KEYBOARD / RAM 


ThermalTake claims 
the Knucker feels 
mechanical, despite 
using special Plunger switches, but the actual 
action of the keys is far muddier. It's not so bad 
as classic rubber dome keyboards, and the 
plunger system does deliver a just-audible click 
with each activation, but there’s a distinct lack 
of precision, especially after switching to this 
keyboard after our standard board, Corsair’s 
excellent Vengeance K60. | even found it difficult 
to get some activations to even register. Testing 
in World of Tanks, for instance, made quick, one- 
tap adjustments of direction quite touch and go. 
This can be helped with the Knucker’s other 
feature, which is the ability to increase the repeat 
rate up to eight times normal, but it’s a little 
annoying that you have to. The Knucker also 
comes with extra orange WASD and arrow keys, 
if you want a little visual cue to isolate the most 
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important keys to many gamers. 
However, while the Tt eSports range is 
ultimately aimed at pro-gamers, what does set 
this board apart is its low price. If you really can’t 
afford a mechanical model, this is a good option 
that’s certainly better than most other non- 
mechanical models. Razer may have a slight edge 
at similar pricepoints, though, but if you’re looking 
for an alternative, the Knucker will do. ( 


Overall 


A little muddy in action, but 
well-priced. i 


Patriot Viper 3 I866MHz 


A brilliantly priced and solid kit of RAM. 


Street Price $75 Supplier Patriot 
Website www. patriotmemory.com 


Specifications 2x 4CB kit; PC3-15000 (1I866MHz), 9-10- 
9-27 IT: 1.65v; 240-pin DIMM; Non-ECC unbuffered DDR3 


W: don’t see a whole lot of Patriot memory 
in Australia, and it’s unfortunate, as it 


seems the company’s making some rather 
decent mid-range kits, like the Viper 3 tested 
here. It's got a moderate frequency of 1866MHz 
and respectable timings of 9-10-9-27. Sure, it’s 
not the fastest RAM available, but it’s one of the 
better value kits around for anyone wanting to 


Maxstableoverclock 
35x107;DDR3-2300 
@10-11-10-271T 


<i73770K> Stock 
35x100; DDR3-1866 


@9-10-9-271T 


PiFast (seconds) 19.16 18.42 
MaxxMEM2 1071 1103 
AIDARead(MB/s) = 20654 21362 
AIDAWrite(MB/s) 27656 28039 
AIDA Latency 28.9 29.1 


(nanoseconds) 
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give memory overclocking a try. 

For our testing we usually run an i7 3770K 
on an ASUS Maximus V Extreme, and for this 
kit it was no different. Firing up the system and 
enabling XMP saw us running the memory’s 
default settings without flaw, completing all 
benchmarks and tests trouble-free. 

Going back into BIOS, we began the 
overclocked testing, raising the frequency to 
2133MHz, keeping the same cache timings. We 
boot into Windows, though come unstuck in 
testing. It seems this kit needs a little more voltage 
to run 2133MHz CL9 successfully. 1.75v was 
applied, and testing was completed without issue. 

Pushing the kit further, we didn’t manage to get 
above 2300MHz, even with 1.8v applied, a small 
increase in IMC voltage, and a loosening of cache 
timings. It seems the best result one could expect 
out of this kit is around 2300MHz with cache 
timings of CL10-11-10-27; not bad at all fora $75 
piece of hardware that’s only rated for 1866MHz. 

If you enjoy your hardware, and overclocking 
is something you like to do, rather than need 
to do, buying an enthusiast RAM kit is a very 
worthwhile investment. At only $75 this kit is one 
of the cheapest componenis in an overclocking 


or gaming PC, so why not have some fun with 
it? With RAM at its current price it really isn’t that 
expensive to upgrade from the budget kit you 
had your eye on, to akit like the 1866MHz Viper 


Overall 
Great overclocker and a 
competitive price. 
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Fractal Design 


Define R4 Black Pearl 


A classy and quiet case from the masters of silent computing. 


Street Price $159 Supplier Anyware 
Website www. fractal-design.com 


Specifications 232 x 464 x 523mm (W x H xD); 12.3kg; 7 
+]expansion slots; 2x 5.25in drive bays, 8x 3.5/2.5in drive 
bays, 2x 2.5in drive bays; 1x 140mm fan (front), 1x 140mm 
fan, (rear); 2x USB2, 2x USB3, audio ports; fan controller; 

upto ATX. 


A first blush, there’s not a lot to separate 
previous Define cases from this newest, 
Ré4 iteration. We've always liked Fractal Design’s 
work, especially when it comes to building quiet 
cases, but it’s always felt like other factors, such 
as cooling, have suffered in the design process. 

No longer, though, as the R4 packs a pretty 
respectable cooling punch, while adding a host 
of evolutionary changes that make this a real 
contender for anyone who values silence and 
style over garish performance. 


Elegant, but clever 


The Define R4 — we have the black Black Pearl 


edition, but there are grey and white options — is 


supremely understated. A smooth front panel 
is in fact a swinging door, which hinges aside 
to reveal a well-designed fan cover, below two 
5.25in drive bays. This slotted panel presses in 
and out with a click, to itself hinge downward 
revealing two fan bays, the top one of which is 
occupied. This panel itself is hinged, giving you 
easy access to the slide-out filter protecting the 
fans, and the tool-less fan mounts themselves. 
It’s all a little Russian Doll-like, but very well put 
together, and very handy for anyone who values 
Cleanliness. The drive bay covers feature a handy 
lever that pops them out, another nice touch, 
and next to these is a fan controller, capable of 
controlling the two included fans and one more 
should you go that distance. 
The top of the case has two areas of mesh 
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for internal fan-mounts, but out of the box these, 
ike the similar fan mount on the side-panel, 

are blocked. The rear panel is pretty standard, 
though the white expansion brackets offer a 
lovely contrast. 

We've thought previous Define models were a 
ittle... underwhelming in the cooling department, 
but the R4’s two fans (one forward, one rear) 
are silent 140mm jobbies that are a vast 
improvement. When you open the case up, too, 
you can see what's blocking the other mounts; 
Fractal Design calls this its ModuVent system, 
which is really just a fancy name for panels with 
a foam backmount that keep the case quiet 
if you’re not utilising those mounts; you will 
compromise the case’s ability to dampen noise 
by removing them, but the option to add more 
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fans is essential in any enthusiast case. 

The noise dampening itself comes from a 
very dense, bitumnen-related material on the side 
panels. There’s simple foam elsewhere, but this 
heavy stuff really does cut down on case noise. 
Of course, it must be pointed out that very noisy 
components are likely to also be hot ones, so 
you still might need to balance performance with 
sound, but the elegant exterior and quiet interior 


make this a great case for the loungeroom. 

As much as this case is designed for a more... 
mature market than some gaming builds, there's a 
lot of room for grunt in the Define R4. The chassis 
has been widened, allowing more room behind 
the mobo plate for cables to be hidden away out 
of sight, and the cable cutouts themselves are all 
rubber grommeted and well-placed. 


+) 
i 


i, 

it 
Milli 

yt iy 


atemic 


The real kicker is the HDD cages. There’s two 
of these, making room for up to eight drives, 
and the removable white caddies can all fit either 
3.5in or 2.5in drives, in whatever combination 
you want. And even if you do really want 
eight standard HDDs in your build, there’s an 
additional two dedicated SSD mounts. 

This cage does limit the length of your video 


CASE 


card to only 295mm, but the top five drives 
slots sit in their own cage, and this can either 
be rotated to point into the case, or even out 
the other side, or removed altogether. That still 
leaves you with room for multiple drives, and 
additional room for giant video cards up to 
430mm in length. 

The build quality of this case is great too, 
and Fractal’s finishing continues to impress. 
Many of the metal edges are rolled to 
prevent injury and cable-wear, and the white 
highlights from the drive caddies (which are all 
rubber grommeted too) and expansion slots 
is a very attractive. 

The Define R4 probably has enough cooling 
out of the box for any moderate build, though 
large video cards might require more fans, 
and thus make the case a bit louder. But what 

would really work well in the new Define is a 
watercooling setup, and there’s room for a 
240mm radiator along the top panel. 

For the ultimate in quiet computing and 
understated stale, it’s hard to find anything to 


quite match. (@) DH 


Build 


ep 
Solid, and very hed 
well-designed. 
Ss PE +. 
met a 
Cooling See 


ee 
Avast improvement on ==» 8 
previous designs. 


uid 


Value 
Still the same price, 
with more features! 


Overall 
Anexcellent:evolution of a1now 
mature design. ‘Bravo. 
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A new generation of NVIDIA graphics card have just come 
onto market. Matt Wilson finds out how they stack up, to 
each other and the current competition! 


Oz upon a time, any release of a new 
breed of video card was cause for mighty 
celebration followed by a rush to upgrade. 
Chances are there were a swathe of games that 
you were holding off on playing while waiting 

for hardware to catch up to the demands of 

the latest and greatest software developments. 
These days, though, hardware has well and truly 
overtaken the demands of pretty much every 
game on the market. 

Which is not to say that upgrades are dead. 
Now, gamers and enthusiasts need to be even 
more careful about what tech they’re purchasing 
and putting into their rigs, because they'll likely 
be using it for a long time, leap-frogging entire 
generations of cards in the process. So it’s still 


important that when you do make the decision 
to upgrade, you know the best card to get. 

This is a great time to do an graphics card 
roundup. Not only do we have the new GTX 660 
Ti cards streaming onto the market, it iss also 
not that long ago that we rounded up AMD's 
latest crop. This means that we can now do a 
good comparison of the best of that crop against 
the breadth of this one. And some of those AMD 
cards have dropped in price, so the GTX 660 Ti 
is up against some pretty serious competition in 
both price and performance stakes. 

So if you’re looking to slot a new video card 
into your rig, this is the test you’ve been waiting 
for, as we work out the best new generation 
cards in a mighty Head2Head clash! 
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Gainward GTX 660 Ti 


A great combination of gaming speed and silence. 


Street Price $380 
Website www.gainward.com 


Specifications IJOO6MHz core; 1527MHz memory (6IO8MHz 

effective); ‘<Kepler>’ core; 1344 CUDA Cores(NVIDIA); 2GB GDDRS; 
192-bit bus width; dual-slot active cooling; Dual 6-pin PCle 
connectors. 


Finally, Nvidia has a solid mid-range 
GPU based on Kepler architecture. 
While the GTX 560 Ti was 

far from a poor performer, 
AMD has had nearly free reign 
over the mid-range market 
with the HD 7850, with the 
HD 7870 for those wanting 
greater performance at higher 
resolutions. 

With the launch of the GTX 660 Ti Nvidia 
has taken back a portion of that market, 
encroaching on the HD 7950, and even its 
own GTX 670. The reason this is possible 
are the 13844 CUDA cores the GTX 660 Ti 
is constructed from — the same number as 


the GTX 670. The main difference between eS e It should be enough to see the GTX 660 Ti 
the two cores is memory bandwidth and raise its memory bandwidth up from around 
overclocking headroom. It seems Nvidia 146GB/s to around 190GB/s, matching that 
has simply set aside GTX 670 cores with of the GTX 670 despite the lower memory 
underperforming memory controllers, lowered bus of 192-Bit. 
their memory bandwidth and whacked them Our Gainward sample comes with a This all raises the question of whether 
onto a GTX 660 Ti PCB. base clock of 1006MHZz and a boost clock there is any other difference between the 
This means we won't be seeing huge of 1084Mhz, sitting comfortably above the 660 Ti and the 670? The short answer is no. | 
benefits from overclocking the GTX 660 reference design (915MHz base and 998MHz From what we can tell the average card will 
Ti, partly because of the assumed binning boost). When overclocked we were able to measure in at 9.5in, they are both powered 4 
methods (it’s already memory-bottlenecked hit around 1200Mhz boost, and a base of via two 6-pin PCI-E connectors, both 
at high resolutions) and more importantly 1122MHz. Not bad, but far from ideal given we have around 170W maximum card power 
because of the PWM control Nvidia has had to add +26mv to the core as well as raise (depends on samples obviously), both have 
employed on its Kepler cores, making the ‘power control’ bar to 110 per cent, raising the same CUDA core count and even core 
overclocks above 15 per cent difficult. both power consumption and heat output. clock on the reference design. Essentially 
| the GTX 670 is now aimed at gamers with a 
oe . : nice 2560 x 1440 monitor, while the GTX 660 
It seems Nvidia has simply set aside GTX Ti should replace the GTX 670 at all lower 
: . resolution builds. 
670 cores with underperform | ng memory If we look at the heat measurements of 
. Gainward'’s card, we see the GTX 660 Ti isn’t 
controllers and used them for the 660 Ti eer oo 
the performance. Expect idle temperatures 
For anyone not aware of how these new We did attempt to overclock higher, just to of around 30C inside your PC tower (as our 
cards operate under loads, ‘GPU Boost’ is find the limits of this card, but it seems to share ambient air is 19C in our test labs and we 
essentially a technology designed to monitor the same fate as the GTX 680. Once you hit have an open-air test bench, we always have 
card temperatures and power usage, and a certain clock, due to the high fluctuation of slightly lower-than-average test readings). 
adjust the core clock in real time. This means __ voltage and core clock, instabilities are quickly Powering up our trustworthy Heroes of 
a touch of extra performance and higher revealed and the system locks up or crashes. Newerth we checked that boost worked 
efficiency when left at factory settings, though Given that the main and arguably only correctly (as power usage is generally low) 
the card quickly becomes unstable when difference between the GTX 660Ti and GTX and fan profiles were set as the heat slowly 
high overclocks are attempted. For this 670 is memory bandwidth, it is important when rose. Most importantly of all, HoN tests what 
very reason, we'd suggest sticking with the buying one of these cards (if it's to be used on a light load on the GPU is likely to do to the 
HD7870 for mid-range overclocking, and higher resolutions, or with high levels of AA) that thermals of the card. In the case of the GTX 
even the GTX 670 should overclock a little you find a stable memory overclock. While it is 660 Ti Phantom, we only see temperatures 
better, given that it’s not a ‘side-binned’ chip difficult, and we wouldn't expect much more rise to around 40C. Not bad when you 
like the GTX 660 Ti. than a final clock of around 6400Mtz (effective). consider that the card is also boosting to 
Beit aa 
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1084MHz at times and running at an inaudible 
20 per cent fan speed. 

More demanding titles show that the card is 
capable of producing a fair amount of heat, with 
temperatures hitting 78C in Battlefield 3, with 
a slightly faster fan speed of 30 per cent. Stil, 
this temperature is for all intents and purposes 
remarkably low given the card’s performance. 

We were able to keep the card under 70C in 
our testing (only just) with the fan speed set to 65 
per cent. Though at these speeds you can hear 
air movement over the cooling fins, and also hear 
the motors ever so faintly powering the fans. 
This won't be as noticeable inside a PC case, 
so people chasing performance over complete 
silence are being well catered for by Gainward. 

In game testing the GTX 660 Ti held its own 
in most scenarios; remembering that all tests 
are conducted at 2560 x 1600 (except 3Dmark), 
you quickly see how important the memory 
bandwidth can be, with the GTX 670 sitting 
ahead in every game by a noticeable margin. 

Given the memory restrictions of the GTX 660 
Ti, AMD is still able to stay ahead, especially with 


the additional help of the new HD 7950 BIOS 
(see page 59). It does seem that it’s hard 
to justify the purchase of a GTX 660 Ti for 


The only thing left to discuss really is 
the price. At launch we only had the ‘USD 
$299 RPP’ from the Nvidia press release, 
but a few weeks in the card is sitting around 
$380 at retail. 

This makes pricing crucial to the decision to 
buy a GTX 660 Ti. Highly-overclocked 7870s are 
already floating around the market for around 
$300, and the HD 7950 is priced in the same 
ballpark as the GTX 660 Ti. 

If local distributors and retailers set their prices 
too high, we may simply see 2 rush of low-S300 
7870's flying off the shelf with people refusing 
to pay the higher local price on the GTX 660 Ti 
when compared with other couniries. 

It will be interesting to see if AMD has more of 
a response than just the new HD7950 BIOS on 
the horizon. We are already seeing competitive 
price drops across its lineup, designed to keep 
the pressure on Nvidia. 

If we were to say one thing, it is that Nvidia 
just need to work a little on its overclocking 
for the next generation, as the 1100MHz 
HD7870 samples like those from Gigabyte are 
outperforming even overclocked GTX 660 Ti's 
like this card from Gainward. 

If the price of $380 for the Gainward Phantom 


anyone using multiple monitors or a single 
XN large resolution screen. 


is anything to go off here, the GTX 660 Ti has 
overshot the mark in Australia by around $50, 
with only Nvidia fanatics likely to pick up a card 
until larger volumes begin to ship and the price 
starts dropping . 

When comparing this Gainward sample with 
the other GTX 660 Ti competition, it is actually 
a decent pickup. If you must own a GTX 660 
Ti, the Gainward’s value is very hard to beat, 
offering a nice overclock, decent warranty and 
a better-than-average cooler, it’s one of the 
best options out there for a ‘660. 


Performance 
Almost equals a GTX 
670 on HD monitors. 


Bundle 


3 year warranty is the 


oa sie 
only bundle you need. ail 
Value aA 
Hard to argue with at 
the pricing. = em 
Build ; : 
Anice cooler an |-om } 


and card. 


Overall 
Silent and Deadly, in'a.good way. 
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Results 


BATTLEFIELD 3 - AVERAGE FPS 


2560X1440, 2XAA 8XAF 


Gigabyte GTX 680 SOC 


MSIGTX 680 Lightning 


XFX HD7970 BE 


Inno3D GTX 670 Ichill 


Gainward GTX 680 4GB 


AMD HD7950 925MaHz 


Gainward GTX 660 Ti 


ASUS GTX 660Ti DCI Top 


Gigabyte GTX 660 Ti 


Inno3D GT 640 
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3D MARK 11 
PERFORMANCE PRESET 


MSI GTX 680 Lightning 
Gigabyte GTX 680 SOC 
Gainward GTX 680 4GB 
Inno3D GTX 670 Ichill 
XFX HD7970 BE 

Gainward GTX 660 Ti 
ASUS GTX 660Ti DCII Top 
Gigabyte GTX 660 Ti 
AMD HD7950 925MaHz 


Inno3D GT 640 
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{nno3DGT640 


Specifica 


GigabyteGTX660Ti Gigabyte GTX 680 SOC MSIGTX 680 Lightning Inno3D GTX 670 Ichill 


Street Price $369 $759 $719 $499 
GPU Specs 

Shader/CUDA Count 384 1344 1536 1536 1344 
GPU Frequency 900MHz 941MHz 1137MHz 1110MHz 1020MHz 
Maximum BoostClock © 1000MHz 1230MHz 1300MHz 1350Mhz 1250MHz 
Memory Frequency 900MHz 1502MHz 1550MHz 1502MHz 1550Mhz 
Effective Frequency 1800MHz 6008MHz 6200MHz 6008MHz 6200MHz 
Memory Size 2GB GDDR3 2GB GDDR5 2GB GDDR5 2GB GDDR5 2GB GDDR5 
Card Details 


PCI-E Power None Dual 6-pin Dual 8-pin Dual 8-pin 6-pin, 8-pin 
Connectors 


Ports 1x HDMI, 1x VGA, 1x 2x DVI, 1xDP, 1x HDMI 2x DVI, 1xDP. 1x HDMI = 2x DVI, 1x DP. 1x HDMI ~—- 2x DVI, 1x DP, 1x HDMI 
DVI 


Dual, 145mm Dual, 250mm Triple, 295mm Dual, 296mm Triple, 280mm 


Slots, Length 


Gainward GTX680 4GB 


ASUSGTX660TiDCIITop AMDHD7950925MHz XFXHD7970 BE Gainward GTX 660Ti 


Street Price $429 $349 $519 $359 
GPU Specs 

Shader/CUDA Count 1536 1344 1792MHz 2048 1344 
GPU Frequency 1OO6MHz 967MHz 850MHz 1000MHz 1006MHz 
Maximum BoostClock = 12G60MHz 1240MHz 1150MHz 1200MHz 1200MHz 
Memory Frequency 1502MHz 1502Mhz 1250MHz 1425MHz 1527MHz 
Effective Frequency 6008MHz 6008MHz 5000MHz 5700MHz 6108MHz 


Memory Size 4GB GDDR5 2GB GDDR5 83GB GDDR5 38GB GDDR5 2GB GDDR5 


Card Details 
PCI-E Power 6-pin, 8-pin Dual 6-pin Dual 6-pin 6-pin, 8-pin Dual 6-pin 
Connectors 


Ports 2x DVI, 1x DP, 1x HDMI 2x DVI, 1x DP, 1x HDMI 2x mini DP, 1x HDMI, 2x mini DP, 1x HDMI, 2x DVI, 1x DP, 1x HDMI 
1x DVI 1x DVI 


Slots, Length Triple, 257mm Dual, 270mm Dual, 270mm Dual, 270mm Dual, 244mm 


GigahyteGTX  GigabyteGTX MSIGTX680 Inno3DGTX  GainwardGTX — ASUSGTX AMDHD7950 —XFX Gainward 
660Ti 680S0C Lightning 670 Ichill 68046B G60TiDCITop 925MHz HD7970BE GTX660Ti 


8874 8679 


3DMark11 1143 8163 9849 9976 9146 9317 8467 7631 


Battlefield 3 1/9/15 21/46/64. 37/72/84 37/72/84 35/66/73 36/66/77 23/48/68 34/56/76 36/67/79 26/49/71 


Batman: AC 2/11/19 24/53/72 34/72/91 34/73/91 29/67/77 29/67/79 25/55/77 27/63/76 28/66/78 = 26/58/77 


Heaven 1/6/9 15/22/64 19/32/78 19/32/79 18/28/71 19/29/74 15/24/69 17/27/72 19/29/75 16/25/70 
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A good performer despite conservative factory clocks. 


Street Price $429 
Website www.asus.com 


Specifications 967MHz core; 1502MHz memory (6008MHz 
effective); ‘<Kepler>’ core; 1344 CUDA Cores(NVIDIA); 2GB 
GDDRS5; 192-bit bus width; dual-slot active cooling; Dual 


6-pin PCle connectors. 


ASUS was quick to the market 
with its new ‘TOP Edition’ 

card. It’s not uncommon for 
ASUS to launch a reference 
designed card first, then kick 

off with a Direct CU II cooled 
card shortly after, and in the 
following weeks a TOP card 
sporting a nice overclock, and, if 
you're lucky, a game code. 

Unfortunately there is no game code this 
time around, but there is a mighty overclock 
of 52MHz on the core, equalling a core clock 
of 967MHz! Okay, so the overclock is far from 
impressive, but with a boost clock reaching 
1058MHz it’s not all bad, and should see an 
extra frame or two in most titles. 

Given that the factory applied overclock 
isn’t much higher than the reference 
915Mkz, there is a little breathing room 
available for further tweaking. Obviously 
for some people this defeats the purpose 
of buying a pre-overclocked card, as you 
usually do so because you don’t want to or 
are unable to overclock the card yourself. 
Regardless, we were able to take the card 
up to 1240MHz, so there is a little extra room 
to move, though not a whole lot if you’re 
chasing long-term stability in gaming. 

When running at the factory settings, the 
card managed to stay both cool and quiet 
at all times, never breaking 74C on the test 


bench. Inside a PC case, temperatures will 
obviously be higher, so tweaking the fan 
profiles may become necessary if you plan 
on running SLI configuration, or keeping your 
card overclocked beyond factory settings. 
In the case of temperatures under 
overclocked conditions, we were seeing 
temperature spikes as high as 81C while 
boosting, though typically temperatures 
settled to around 77C average in our 
benchmarks. Again, it's not hot enough to 
cause concern, though certain enthusiasts 
may wish to adjust the fan profiles, as by 
default they never seemed to spin up above 
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30% for more than a few seconds. 

As we mention in the Gainward GTX 660 
Ti review, there is little difference between the 
GTX 670 GPU and the GTX 660 Ti, the main 
difference being memory bit-rate. Due to the 
small bit-rate of 192MB/s present on the GTX 
660TI, it’s important to raise the base memory 
clock from 6008MHz to as high as the card 
allows without sacrificing stability. 

On this ASUS TOP sample, we were able 
to achieve 6740MHz on the memory, which is 
much better than the Gainward sample. We 
aren't going to say this is due to design, as 


Enthusiasts will want to adjust the fan profiles, 
as by default they never seemed to spin up 
above 30% for more than a few seconds. 


we've only received one sample of each for 
comparison. What we are saying though, is 
that it appears RAM overclocking is a viable 
way of improving memory throughput, and thus 
increasing the performance of the GTX 660 Ti to 
better compete with both the HD 7950 and GTX 
670 in high-resolution benchmarks. 

To test this theory we ran the ASUS GTX 
660 Ti TOP Edition at both factory settings 
and then with overclocked memory only. The 
results were surprising, as we saw a noticeable 
gain in performance — up to four FPS in some 
cases, and that is without a core-clock increase 
— essentially proving a memory bottleneck is 
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present in the GTX 660 Ti when displaying 
high-resolution textures. 

After overclocking the core frequency to 
1149MHz (1240MHz Boost), we saw yet 
another increase in performance, though 
surprisingly only around three frames per 
second on average, far smaller than we are 
used to seeing with core overclocks. This is 
again likely due to the memory bottleneck 
when compared to the 256-Bit memory bus 
available to the GTX 670. 

For this reason we would once again 
emphasise that the GTX 660 Ti is a GPU best 
targeted at the 1920 x 1080 market, though if 
you're willing to push for high memory clocks, 
thus improving the memory bandwidth, it is 
capable of running 2560 x 1440 games and 
benchmarks, as there is still a generous 2GB 
of DDRS5 RAM available. 


Performance 
Factory settings are > 


a little tame 
em | ap 
Value 


You can get a GTX 670 (=y4 
for the same price 
Build pales 

| Not bad, though it could _ == ba | 
be improved : et 


Bundle 
Great cooler and OC 
software 


Overall 
Very.expensive for a GTX 660Ti, 
also requires manual tweaking. 
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Gainward GTX 680 Phantom 4GB 
It has megagigabytes but who needs them? 


Street Price $749 
Website www.gainward.com 


Specifications IOO6MHz core; ISOOMHz memory 
(6008Mz effective); ‘<Kepler>’ core; 1538 CUDA 
Cores(NVIDIA); 4GB GDDRS5; 256-bit bus 
width; dual-slot active cooling; 6-pin + 
8-pin PCle connectors. 


We've taken a look at the 2GB 
Phantom already, so we 
decided this time around 
we'd bring in the 4GB 
monster and see if it really 
makes a difference at 2560 x 
1440 resolutions, or if it’s still 
overkill for the current state of 
in-game textures and resolution. 
Taking a look at our results quickly reveals 
that there is little point in paying the extra 
for this 4GB card, and the only time it may 
make any difference is if you've got plans for 
a multi-monitor setup with resolutions in the 
7680 x 1600 range. Put simply, for anything 
smaller, you're better off sticking with a single 
2GB GTX 680, or if you feel you need more 
power, a pair of GTX 670s would likely be a 
far wiser investment. 


At the end of the day no matter what 
market segment you're shopping in, we all 
want to find the best value for our money, 
and with 4GB of DDR5 under the hood this 


As for overclocking and memory card simply costs more to manufacture than 
bandwidth, there have been no changes. particularly difficult to work with. the 2GB counterparts, and unfortunately 
The same 256-Bit bus is in place, and the The cooler does seem to work fairly there is very limited practical need for video 
same 6GHz memory clock is applied. One well though, as under load we don’t see memory of such capacity at the moment. 
difference, however, is the core clock speed; temperatures rising above 78C, and most of the Perhaps when the new generation of 
at 1006Mhz it’s in fact slower than the time they stick to the low 70s. It seems todays consoles comes to market we'll see a new 
1084MHz clock speed found on the 2GB video cards are less about load temperatures, push for high-texture gaming and more 
model of the same card, meaning you're and more about fan profiles, as everything intersive multisampling, but by then this card 
actually going to get lower performance from manages to keep well under the dreaded 100C will be outdated. 
this 4GB card in most resolutions. A weird of years past. If you set the Phantom up to suit If you’re genuinely concerned about 
move from Gainward indeed. your own case and setup, you should be able memory capacity, HD 7970s come with 

The cooler is aesthetically pleasing, with to bring temperatures down far lower. When we 3GB and actually have a wider memory 
the fans actually sandwiched between two raised the fan profile to 40%, just audible inside a — bus. Though given the incredibly similar 


performance of both GPUs at 2560x1440, it 
seems even that is overkill. 


There are reasons to pick up a 4GB card, but 


there honestly arent many and it becomes Performance sy os 
; . i . y Stock clocks mean ene Y ecces 
incredibly hard to justify the price. ee 
undle 

Nothing special for the y 4 = 4 
layers of heat fins, something fairly unique PC case, we sat comfortable around 65C on full estos pce en 
to Gainward designs. We're not able to load; not too shabby! Value 
prove this design is any more effective than The relevance of this card comes down to es LOIN NNS 
conventional cooler design (that is, with fans the need for a 4GB memory capacity. There Build a 
on top of the heatsink), though we can say are reasons to pick up a 4GB card, but there Agood design, both in -_ 
that it does make cleaning both incredibly honestly aren’t many, and when you consider PCBandcooler re 
easy and difficult at the same time. It’s easy, this card costs roughly $140 more than the 2GB Overall 
as a brush can be used to clean the top of model, it becomes incredibly hard to justify the Decent enough card, but expensive 
the heatsink, though getting around the fans purchase. To us it makes much more sense to and somewhat pointless. 


and underneath is almost impossible. Not a buy a GTX 670 SLI setup at the moment, as the 
huge problem for most people, as let’s all be GTX 660Ti has priced itself a little too high, and 


honest now — when was the last time you the GTX 680 and 670 share a 256-Bit memory 
Cleaned your cards off? Though if you like bus, and 2GB capacity means their performance 
to keep a tidy case, this heatsink design is at high resolutions isn’t all that different. 
—_— ) 
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Street Price $369 
Website www.gigabyte.com 


PCle connectors. 


Gigabyte’s foray into the GTX 
660 Ti market involves a little 
more thought than some 

of its competitors. Instead 

of simply building a new 
retention bracket and chucking 
on a recycled cooler from a 
GTX 560 Ti, Gigabyte has used a 
Windforce 2 cooler. This allows for two 
larger, and more importantly, quieter, fans to 
be used, and also reduces the weight and 
overhang of the heatsink. 

Underneath that cooler sits the GTX 660 
Ti GPU, clocked modestly to 941 MHz base, 
and 1019MHz Boost. For users wanting a 
little more grunt, there is also an OC model 
on the market, with a base clock of 1032Mhz 
and a Boost reaching 1111MHz. Of course 
there's little need to buy the OC card if 
you're comfortable with overclocking, as it's 
very easy to hit those same numbers using 
overclocking software. 

Pushing the card further encounters the 
same issue as other GTX 660 Ti cards in the 
roundup — Boost clocks struggle to break 
1230Mz. To be honest though, with a 
boost clock above 1200MHz, you're going 
to be gaining almost 15% more performance 
over a reference clocked GTX 660 Ti at HD 
resolutions. If you're also overclocking the 
memory, those performance gains can easily 
be carried across to game at the super-HD 


Specifications 941MHz core; ISOOMHz memory (6008MHz 
effective); ‘<Kepler>’ core; 1344 CUDA Cores(NVIDIA); 2GB 
GDDRS; 192-bit bus width; dual-slot active cooling; Dual 6-pin 
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Solid features but pipped in the value stakes 


design coolers. This is why it is important to 
account for your graphics card design when 
looking at your PC setup, and how effectively it 
is cooled. 

On our open-air test bench this cooler 
performed strongly, reaching temperatures 
above 70C on only a few occasions. Inside 
aPC chassis the card will no doubt hit 70C 
more frequently, but if case airflow is optimised, 
there is no reason why the card would perform 
noticeably poorer than on an open test bench. 

A welcome inclusion on the Gigabyte GTX 
660 Ti is DisplayPort. This will hopefully mean 


Open shroud coolers tend to recirculate hot air 
rather than venting it out the back of the card 
like many reference design coolers. 


resolutions we've used for testing. 

One of the trade-offs of the Windforce 2 
cooler used here (and many other coolers 
on the market) is the fact that it uses an 
open-shroud design. While there are benefits 
and disadvantages to using an open shroud, 
the most important thing to remember when 
buying a card like this one is to ensure that 
you optimise case airflow. 

The reason for this is that open shroud 
coolers (and indeed the Gainward and ASUS 
660s also tested) tend to recirculate hot air 


monitor manufacturers begin including Display 
Ports natively, instead of relying on dual-link DVI 
and conversion cables or adapters to run 2560 
x 1600 resolutions and multi-monitor gaming. 
DisplayPort is the future, and it seems like 
Gigabyte (along with most other manufacturers) 
has realised this, and included a standard DP on 
all of its mid-range and up cards. 

For anyone worried about warranty, as per 
usual Gigabyte has included a three year cover; 
long enough to ensure that should anything 
happen in the card’s ‘useful’ life it will be 


with even budget brands and models now 
offering similar generous terms. Hopefully 
we'll start to see four year warranties from 
Gigabyte, but for now one certainly can’t 
complain about three free years of cover. 

Gigabyte has also release OC Guru ll, its 
own overclocking software, and although this 
software has been out for a while now, it’s 
starting to gain traction. We decided to fire it 
up for testing on the GTX 660Ti, and see if it 
had improved since the earlier revisions we'd 
used previously. 

Starting it up, there are a few more features 
available than those on MSI Afterburner, 
including memory voltage, more detailed 
voltage and amperage monitoring and 
tracking, power saving features and a couple 
of other extra goodies. It seems if you own a 
Gigabyte GPU, it’s actually worth using OC 
Guru Il instead of more universal applications 
like MSI Afterburner or Sapphire Trixx. 


Performance pssage, ipsa 
A little slower than t om +o 
others out of the box , 
Bundle san etl 
Nice warranty and an | Ga 
Software. Ss naaniibaenaadh 
Value » . 
Unfortunately beaten = 

by the Gainward. at Ca 


dc 


A-very good card,but keep 
your’ options open: 
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replaced. Of course three year cover is becoming 
more common place on video cards these days, 


inside your case, as opposed to venting it 
out the back of the card like many reference 
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Heatsink all the way down. 


Street Price $759 

Website www.gigabyte.com 

Specifications 1137MHz core; ISSOMHz memory 
(6200Mtz effective); ‘<Kepler>’ core; 1538 CUDA 
Cores(NVIDIA); 2GB GDDRS5; 256-bit bus width; 
triple-slot active cooling; dual 8-pin PCle 
connectors. 


A little slower to come to 
market than the HD7970 
SOC, the GTX 680 SOC 
comes to market with a few 
aesthetic changes, and of 
course a higher price tag. 
Most of the changes are very 
minor, like a new shroud for the 
Windforce X5 cooler, a new fan grille, and a 
slight shift in the position of the BIOS switch 
on the PCB. There is, however, at least one 
serious change, and that is the the removal of 
one NEC proadlizer from the rear of the card 
reducing the cards maximum power output. 
Only have four proadlizers not going to 
affect every day users, and won't come 
close to affecting anyone overclocking on 
air or water. The only way this should affect 
overclockers is if you’re using a custom BIOS 
to raise the card’s voltage well above the 
usual cap of 1.175v. 
Unfortunately with the default BIOS and 
hardware level power restrictions in place, 
all of the hard work Gigabyte’s engineering 
team has put into PCB design doesn’t really 
matter too much. We still see the limits of 
the GTX 680 core that we’ve seen on every 
other card. Core clocks are hard to push 
beyond 1300MHz Boost Clock, and around 
1250MHz as a Base Clock, meaning even if 
Gigabyte has the best PCB on the market, 


you're still limited by the instability of GPU 
Boost technology at high speeds. 

Gigabyte has done some work to resolve 
this, adding an LN2 BIOS to the card along 
with the regular air cooled BIOS. For testing 
purposes the card wasn’t stable when 
using the LN2 BIOS, so we can’t say from 
experience what the BIOS actually manages 
to achieve. We would assume though that 
the core voltage restriction (1.175v) has been 
either completely removed or increased to 
something more reasonable, along with 
other adjustments to help the card deal 
with sub-zero operation, such as ignoring 


Ne 


‘Gigabyte GTX 680 SOC 
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some temperature probes and volt/amp safety 
shut-offs. 

Without putting this card on LN2 it’s hard to 
say what it is really capable of, though from our 
testing you really won’t manage to run the card 
any higher than reference clocks while using the 
factory-applied voltage. If you do want a little 
more performance though, increasing the voltage 
by around 30mV should see you boosting about 
25MHz higher, though for performance increases 
above that you quickly hit diminishing returns on 
performance gained per Watt and per MHz. 

If the cooler is something you've been 


If left to the default fan profiles the card 
performs a little cooler than it arguably needs 
to, and therefore a little louder. 


struggling to wrap your head around, don’t 
worry, you're not alone. It took us a while 

to actually figure out what Gigabyte was 
thinking when the new SOC range made it 
past the concept design phase, though to 

be honest we’ve been impressed with the 
coolers performance, both in terms of raw heat 
dissipation potential, and acoustics. 

If left to the default fan profiles, the card 
performs a little cooler than it arguably needs 
to, and therefore a little louder. If we lower the 
fan profile manually from ~25% under load to 
somewhere closer to the 20% mark, the card 
becomes extremely quiet, and if inside a PC 


case, would not be heard over other system 
noises. In our testing, at 20% fan speed we 
never saw temperatures go above 85C, 
which is rather impressive considering we 
couldn't really hear the fans unless we 
listened closely for them, and we're running a 
fairly decent overclock. 

If noise isn’t something super important 
to you however, the default fan profile will be 
fine, Keeping temperatures under 80C, while 
remaining far from loud. For anyone wanting 
to overclock as far as possible on air (around 
1320MHz Boost for our sample) no matter 
the noise, increasing the fan speed to ~85% 
will turn your PC into an acoustic simulation 
of a server rack, with a very loud drone-like 
buzz. Your temperatures will be very low 
though, around 65C, more than cool enough 
for air overclocking, and even rivaling some 
cheaper water-cooled setups. 


Performance a\ a 
Extremely comparable mss } exs * 
to the MSI Lightning 


Bundle 


3 Year warranty and very ~ = 4 


good OC Software 
Ba al 


Value 
Very very expensive in 
today’s GPU market. 


Build % : 
The cooler grows on you, “= 
_and the PGB is superb. ~— 


Overall 
A good very good card, t! 
value isn’t there. 
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Street Price $109 
Website www.inno3d.com 


(I800Mtz effective); ‘“<Kepler>’ core; 384 CUDA 
Cores(NVIDIA); 2GB GDDR3; 128-bit bus width; 
single-slot active cooling 


It's been a while since we've seen any true 
advance in the low-end market from Nvidia. 
Sure, it had Fermi based architecture with the 
GT 440, but it was actually slower then its GT 
240, which was itself slower than the 9600 
GT. This means for the past four years we've 
actually seen a decrease in performance for 
the low end, as the decent performing 9600 
GT and GT 240 were finally made end of life. 

As part of this roundup we took the 
opportunity to take a look at the first Kepler- 
based GPU to hit the budget market, and it 
is a welcome breath of fresh air. On paper it 
has about 25-30% of the GPU Nvidia's top- 
tier Kepler cores have, and for that reason it 
won't be a gaming behemoth. But it should 
still be able to play most games in 720P to 
compete almost directly with consoles, giving 
any old family PC a chance to once again be 
used for gaming (assuming of course it has 
PCI-Express). 

The first thing many will notice when 
comparing this card to the GTX 680 is the 
CUDA count is one quarter that of the big 
brother. Memory bandwidth is also severely 
limited, using slower SDDR3 RAM and a 
memory bus of only 128-bit, this card is 
certainly lacking in straight up grunt. 

Despite this fact, the GT 640 actually 
supports resolutions up to 2560 x 1600 
by default and has support for three active 
monitors. This would mean computers used 


Inno3D GT 640 — 


Low on price, low on performance 


Specifications S00MHz core; SOOMHz memory 
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to get playable framerates of 35FPS, and in 
some cases even approach the 50FPS range 
in very GPU-friendly games like Dirt 3, meaning 


this card is a great little competitor to the console 


market, and a great entry into gaming for the 
younger enthusiasts out there. 

If you're playing simple games like those 
available from Pop Cap, or even slightly more 
demanding games like DoTA 2, this card can 
handle them at 1080P, though depending on 
how serious you take your gaming, you may 
want to overclock by a small margin to get an 
extra 3-4FPS. 

When overclocking don’t expect the moon, 
though; take it easy and be reasonable about 
your expectations. After all, this is a simple 
GPU structure, so you’re not going to see huge 


In our gaming benchmarks this card comes 
out a little worse for wear, but at 72Op it isn’t 


a bad choice at all. 


for analysis tasks, such as stock trading 

or excel spreadsheet work, now have a 
competitive option from Nvidia. Don’t expect 
the card to start running all of your games in 
pretty multi-monitor Surround Vision though, 
as you're going to be sorely disappointed. 

In our gaming benchmark the card 
comes out a little worse for wear, but at 
720P it’s actually not a bad choice at all. If 
you've got an old monitor, and old PC and 
$100 to spare on a young sibling or child’s 
birthday, the GT 640 is a great little card. 
Even when playing new titles, like Battlefield 
3, at 720P (using low settings) we were able 
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performance gains from a clock increase alone. 
We'd suggest perhaps moving from the base 
900Mhz core clock to S50MHz, remembering 
that due to the card having no extra power 
source, you're limited to the 75W the PCI-E slot 
can provide. 

If you're trying to push games at 1080P, 
memory overclocking may be your best bet. As 
the card comes equipped with 2GB of RAM, 
there is no bottleneck in capacity; it’s all GPU 


and memory throughput lag. Again, erring on the || 


side of caution here, as the memory modules 
used aren't top-of-the-line DDR5 modules like 
that of high end cards, they are going to be mid- 


HARDWARE 


range or budget DDR3 modules designed for 
cheap and efficient performance. We were 
able to take our RAM up from the SOOMHz 
clock to 1GHz comfortably, though pushing it 
above 1050MHz wasn’t happening (likely due 
to voltage restrictions). 

While it has a Kepler GPU, it certainly 
isn't in the same league as its higher SKU 
brethren. But despite ok performance for its 
niche, it faces one major issue. As nice as 
it is to see Nvidia focusing on the low-end 
of the market once more, AMD has three to 
four current and previous generation cards 
available around this price range. These either 
offer more performance for only $10-$20 
more, or are in fact even cheaper with equal 
performance. We're sorry Nvidia, but this 
seems to be a market segment AMD still 
holds the crown in. 


Performance = > 
Great fora 1680x1050 * ams { <4 ! 
users on a budget. m 


Bundle 9 yee 
The bare essentials. f f-am ) 
Value 


AMD offer cards both 
cheaper and faster. 


Overall 
Far from bad, though it does have 
stiff competition 
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Inno3D GTX670 iChill _ 


Chill by name, chill by nature. 


Street Price $499 
Website www.inno3d.com 


Specifications 1020MHz core; I550MHz memory 


(6200Mtz effective); ‘<Kepler>’ core; 1344 CUDA 
Cores(NVIDIA); 2GB GDDRS5; 256-bit bus width; 
triple-slot active cooling; Dual 6-pin PCle 
connectors. 


Last month we took a look at the 
GTX 680 iChill from Inno8D, 
so this month we thought 
we'd see how its GTX 

670 fairs against the new 
competition. Armed with the 
near triple-slot iChill cooler, this 
premium sample from Inno38D 
is sure to survive even the hottest 
of Australian summers. 

Measuring almost three slots wide the 
cooler may in fact be too fat for some. 
Though for anyone with a properly spaced 
motherboard this shouldn't really be too 
much of an issue, even if you plan on running 
SLI configuration. Of course if you’re planning 
a smaller mid-tower build, checking your 
motherboard’s PCI-Express slot spacing, and 
planning what other PCI-E devices you need 
will be essential. 

If you are worried about the cooler 
interfering with your build, you can actually 
remove the top shroud from around the 
fans, freeing up a good 4mm or so. This is a 
feature we'd like to see on more coolers, as 
it allows users to choose between substance 
or style, tailor-fitting cards and heatsinks for 
their own system. 

In terms of cooling performance, the iChill 
iS unsurprisingly a good performer. With three 
detachable 90mm fans spinning at speeds 
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more of the same. Unfortunately GPU Boost 

is a selling point as far as Nvidia is concerned, 
so vendors have about as much chance of 
removing the feature from any of their cards as | 


do of winning Gold at high diving (sorry, I've been 


watching a lot of the London Games recently). 
Thankfully, Inno3D has overclocked the card 

to a moderate level to begin with, sporting 

a@ 1020MHz core clock with a 1071MHz 

Boost clock. Of course this can be raised 

manually, though we typically find moving 

beyond 1250Mhz on any GTX 670 a bit of a 


If you are worried about the three slot cooler 
interfering with your build you can actually 
remove the top shroud from the fans. 


up to 2,500RPM, it's not hard to see why. 
You don’t need an RPM anywhere near that 
high for decent performance however, as the 
five-heat-piped aluminium block is capable of 
removing almost 150W of heat passively, let 
alone with three fans actively cooling it. 

Warranty isn’t half bad either, with all iChill 
cards from Inno3D being covered by a full 
replacement warranty for three years after 
purchase. This brings the iChill series into line 
with the other high end cards available on 
the Australian market, and is certainly most 
welcome competition. 

As for overclocking, we can expect much 


challenge, so buying any particular GTX 670 
with the promise of superior overclocking is a 
little misguided. We're not saying every card 
overclocks the same, as that isn’t true; what 
we are saying is the (overclocking) difference 
between most GTX 670s that have passed 
through our labs is incredibly small. 

Back to this card’s overclocking performance; 
we were able to hit a boost clock of 1246MHz, 
making for a base clock of 1195Mhz. Not too 
bad at all when you consider the reference 
clock for the GTX 670 is 915MHz; though, also 
considering competition to this card, such as 
the HD7950, can go from 850MHz all the way 


to 1250MHz (and in some cases higher), we 
can see that by comparison the GTX 670 is 
not scaled for enthusiast overclocking. It’s 
built around easy tweaks for gamers and 
novice overclockers (not meaning to sound 
elitist, but there it is). 

The strength of the GTX 670 against the 
HD7950 and even HD7970 is the power 
draw, performance per watt, and heat output. 
As much as all three of those things go hand- 
in-hand, they’re all important when building 
a gaming machine, as it can at times be left 
on for 6-24 hours depending on the gaming 
binge you’re currently enjoying. 

With a power draw averaging 40W less 
than a reference HD 7950, and temperatures 
noticeably lower than that of any HD 7950 
cards we've seen, the Inno3D GTX 670 iChill 
is something worth considering if you live in 
a warm climate and can afford the slightly 
higher price tag. 


Performance faa aos 
Nice factory overclock, wes [mess 
and good performance. 


Bundle 
3 year warranty is a * om } 
nice inclusion. 


Value 
Pricey when compared 
to others on the marke 


Build 


| The customisable c 
is a welcome desi 


Overall 
Efficient cooler, easy to clean 
and avnice warranty 
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Street Price $719 
Website www.msi.com 


Specifications TNOMHz core; SQOMHz 
memory (6008MHz effective); ‘<Kepler>’ core; 
1536 CUDA Cores(NVIDIA); 2GB GDDRS5; 256-bit 
bus width; dual-slot active cooling; Dual 8-pin 
PCle connectors. 


We've seen the HD7970 Lightning from 
MSI in the past, but we haven't yet ZA 
looked at the GTX 680 version 
of the venerable series. At first 
look, they're both cosmetically 
similar, with yellow-on-black as 
the colour of choice for the half- 
shroud heatsink. 

Underneath this shroud there 
are five heat-pipes laid out spaciously over 
arather large aluminium heatsink. This rests 
against a second aluminium thermal transfer 
layer, used to transfer heat from the PWM 
and Memory chips on the card into the 
radiator. It’s a clever design, and one that 
has allowed MSI to keep a dual-slot design 
yet perform competitively against triple-slot 
coolers like the DCUII from ASUS, and the 
Windforce X5 from Gigabyte. 

There is no question this card is designed 
for overclocking, with a more advanced 
PWM, ‘Military Certified’ components, and 
of course, the inclusion of the GPU Reactor 
daughterboard at the rear of the card. The 
problem is that, although you can throw as 
many power phases, GPU reactors and 
military-grade capacitors at the GTX 680 core 
as you want, you still need to bypass GPU 
Boost if you want to ensure stability at LN2 
clocks and voltages. This is something most 
people simply can’t do. 


This is not MSI's fault; the Lightning should 
arguably be your best bet if you’re chasing 
a GTX 680 that will overclock well on air. 
We're going to point the blame at Nvidia for 
the most part, as it seems MSI and other 
partners have been forced into keeping GPU 
Boost as a standard feature. Not only that, 
but it also seems that Nvidia has put a cap 
on voltage, set at 1.175v, and enforced on 
every card on the market, again taking away 
from the more advanced PWM available on 
the Lightning. 

One negative thing we will point the finger 
at MSI over, however, is the inclusion of 


ateamic 


"MSI GTX 680 Lightning 


One for those with a serious LN2 habit. 


the GPU Reactor. While it is debatable that the 
additional capacitors actually do anything, why 
were they not simply included in the original PCB 
design? Were they an afterthought, or placed 

on a separate PCB intentionally as a marketing 
move? Either way, the GPU reactor actually 
impedes the partner card if you try to install two 
cards next to each other; essentially turning this 
dual-slot card into a triple — all for the sake of six 
extra capacitors. 

You could argue that it doesn’t matter for 
most people, as a single GTX 680 is all you 
need, so why bother with SLI? But to use that 
argument, you're also saying the Lightning has 


The GPU Reactor impedes the your ability to 
install two cards next to each other, essentially 
turning a two slot card into a three slot one. 


no place on the market as a 680 is fast enough 
without overclocking. We've already established 
this card is aimed at extreme overclockers, yet 
it is impossible to fit four of them on a single 
motherboard. Something seems to have been 
forgotten somewhere in the design phase. 
Obviously you can still use two cards without 
hassle on a three-way board, but it’s frustrating 
nonetheless that four-way isn’t an option. 

This rant aside, we are fond of the included 
voltage measuring nodes on the lightning. These 
are conveniently located towards the end of the 
card, and should be easily used as all you need 
to do is hook up your multi-meter. Of course this 


feature isn’t important for everyone, though 
it does save you soldering time, and more 
importantly, allows you to keep your warranty. 
Overall the GTX 680 Lightning is an 
absolute rocket, overclocking to around 
1350MHz while Boosting, some of the fastest 
stable results we’ve managed on Kepler. For 
that reason, the card is a success. But given 
you're only getting an extra SOMHz at most 
when compared to cheap GTX 680 cards on 
the market, the Lightning unfortunately just 
doesn’t make sense for an air overclocker. 
LN2 overclockers will find a little more joy, 
as custom BIOS versions have been created, 


- bypassing voltage restrictions, opening up 


other options and also improving stability at 
high overclocks. We've seen overclockers on 
HWEBot posting clocks well above 1400MHz 
using LN2 BIOS revisions, so if that’s what 
you're interested in, then the Lightning may 
be a decent pickup. For everyone else it is 
unfortunately just bells and whistles with very 
little to back it up. 


Performance 
The fastest GTX 680 
we've used. 


Bundle 
Software, hardware 
features and more. 


es | as 
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Value 
Can only find value if 
you're planning LN2. 


Build PSS NING 
Almost perfect, except = ;=4 { 
that damn GPU Reactor. osnn¢ mem! 


‘Overall 
A very solid GTX 680, though 
definitely not-for everyone. 
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Street Price $519 
Website www.xfx.com 


8-pin PCle connectors. 


The XFX HD7970 was the 
first card we looked at in 
the 7970 line-up, so it’s 
only fitting that we take 

a second look at the 

card to compare what 
AMD had on offer over 
six months ago to some 
of the latest additions to 
the Green Team. Also, as if by pure 
chance, the XFX HD7970 Black Edition 
comes with a core clock of 1GHz, meaning 
its performance will fall in line with AMD's 
recently launched ‘GHz Edition’ cards set to 
compete with the GTX 680, and put pressure 
on the reference design performance crown 
that was taken from them upon the launch of 
the GTX 680. 

Six months ago we fell in love with the 
cooler design on the XFX Dual Dissipation 
cards, and this hasn’t changed. It’s sleek, 
attractive and, most important of all, sturdy. 
There are no overhanging edges and no 
weak points in the design, meaning damage 
to both the cooler and PCB isn’t easily 
achieved. Though the biggest question in 
most people’s minds would be how well this 
mid-range cooler performs compared to 
some of the later additions to the AMD line- 
up and, more importantly, how it compares to 
the slightly cooler GTX 680 cards. 
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XFX HD7970 Black Edition 


An old favourite that stands the test of time. 


Specifications TOOOMHz core; 1425MHz memory (5700MHz 
effective); ‘<Tahiti>’ core; 2048 Stream Processors (AMD); 3GB 
GDDR35; 384-bit bus width; dual-slot active cooling; 6-pin + 


If we overclock the card a little 
further though, we hit a core frequency of 
1150MHz. This represents the kind of clocks 
that an average HD 7970 should hit, and we 
saw temperatures rise by quite a considerable 
margin. The reason for this is that the voltage 
required for such clocks increases by quite a 
ways, up from around 1.08v at stock to 1.145v. 
Given that the HD 7970 GPU core itself is 
actually larger than that of the Nvidia GTX 680 
(around 25%), it ends up running noticeably 


Six months ago we fell in love with the cooler 
design on the XFX Dual Dissipation cards, and 


this hasn’t changed. 


The reality, however, is that due to the HD 
7970 GHz Edition cards, and the fact that 
this Black Edition sample from XFX is running 
the same (or close enough to) voltage as the 
925MHz ‘7970's out there, temperatures 
aren't actually that high. At full 3D load we 
saw temperatures of 77C, which is not bad 
at all, and extremely comparable to the 
average GTX 680 cards out there. The XFX 
HD 7970 seems to have held up well over the 
past six months. Importantly, even though it 
was available at the GPU's launch it still offers 
good cooling performance when compared 
to other cards on the market today. 
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hotter by comparison when it is overclocked to 
high levels. 


That isn’t to say the XFX 7970 runs too hot; far 
from it. If anything the fact the HD 7970 is harder 


to keep cool than the GTX 680 shows that XFX 
has managed to design not only a cheap and 
attractive cooler, but also an efficient one, easily 
keeping temperatures within 5C of the GTX 680, 
even when both are overclocked heavily. 

When we first looked at the Black Edition card 
from XFX, the price tag was $799. Considering 
we're now seeing this card for sale at the price 
of $519 (with promises of further price drops 
from AMD landing as we went to print) it really 


is hard to deny the value the HD 7970 range 
is Offering to the high-end enthusiasts and 
overclockers out there. Of course there are 
cheaper cards available at the moment, 
though for the most part, the 1GHz clocked 
7970 Black Edition has stood the test of time, 
competing not only with the new GHZ BIOS 
from AMD but also most pre-overclocked 
cards on the market. 

Overall we're fairly surprised at the 
performance gap (or lack thereof) between 
the 1GHz clocked HD 7970s on the market 
and the reference clocked GTX 680s. At this 
point we'd say cards like the XFX HD7970 
Black Edition come out on top. Offering the 
same performance as a reference clocked 
GTX 680 for a little less cash, and if you’re 
lucky, you may even get a free copy of Deus 
Ex: Human Revolution inside the box. 


Performance 
Still competitive with 
most HD 7970s 


Bundle 
Some old stock still 
comes with a free game. 


es ) 
a 


St: 


Value 
Gigabyte OC competes 
heavily against this card. 


The Black Edition remains a very 
attractive card: 
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Street Price $349 
Website www.amd.com 


Specifications 850MHz core; 1250MHz 
memory (SOOOMtz effective); ‘<Tahiti>’ core; 
1792 Stream Processors (AMD); 3GB GDDR35; 
384-bit bus width; dual-slot active cooling; dual 
6-pin PCle connectors. 


To coincide with the launch of the GTX 660 
Ti, AMD launched a new BIOS for 
the HD7950. The aim was to 
ensure its card remained 
competitive in the mid-high 
end market. It seems 

AMD's efforts were worth it, 
as the new BIOS is able to 
beat the GTX 660 Ti in every 
scenario we tested, ensuring 
that the HD7950 has a definitive place in 
the market for a while yet. 

Essentially the change is a fairly simple 
one, raising core clocks from 800MHz to 
850MHz. This allows for a fairly small boost 
in stock performance without increasing 
temperatures or power draw by more than 
a few per cent. Another change we didn’t 
see coming, however, is a BlIOS-level ‘boost’ 
technology similar to that available on current 
Nvidia Kepler cores. 

This new boost clock allows the 7950 
amaximum clock of 925MHz, should the 
game or application demand it. Older games 
may run happily on 850MHz and 60FPS, 
while some newer titles may boost the clock 
of the card to 925MHz, matching the clock of 
the reference design HD 7970, and bringing 
performance to within 5% in many cases. 

After the BIOS update it is fairly safe to 
say that any reference designed GTX 660 


Ti cards don’t come close to the HD 7950, 
especially when running high resolutions like 
those on our test bench. The GTX 670 fairs 
better, though it certainly doesn’t have the 
lead it once used to. In most cases it will find 
itself equalled by the new reference BIOS. 
At the moment any reference design AMD 
HD 7950 can run the BIOS update, which 
can be found rather easily online. If you own, 
or are thinking of buying a non-reference 
card, it’s important you check with your 
manufacturer before applying the update. 
It may not work properly, or may even brick 
your card. 


eens 


“AMD HD7950 (new BIOS) 


An old favourite gets a competitive boost. 


People running non-reference cards, 
however, shouldn’t fret. Chances are that you 
already have a factory-applied overclock in 
place, ranging somewhere in between the 850- 
925MHz clock of the new BIOS. If not, you can 
always overclock the good old fashioned way, 
and skip the BIOS upgrade altogether. The only 
downside is that you won't have the new boost 
functions available. 

AMD has stated that newly sold reference 
design cards should start shipping with the new 
850MHz BIOS soon. It advises shoopers to ask 
their PC store if the card they are looking to buy 


Overclocking has actually become more of a 
pain with AMD's new HD 7950 BIOS, thanks 
to the introduction of a boost function. 


iS anew revision or not. If you do pick up an 

older card, it’s a very simple process to flash the 

BIOS, with the only steps being to extract the 

BIOS using 7 Zip, and then run the installer. 
Overclocking has actually become more of 

a pain under the new BIOS, however, as boost 


now comes into effect and can cause instabilities 


once pushed above 1100MHz. Luckily for those 
wanting to push their cards to these speeds, 


boost can be disabled in AMD PowerTune, unlike 


the equivalent function from Nvidia. 

In terms of overclocking potential, we haven't 
noticed any benefit to running the new BIOS. 
Those already running clocks above 925MHz 
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shouldn’t need to bother with the upgrade. 
This BIOS seems to be strictly for 800OMHz 
cards that were purchased closer to launch. 

It is simply a free upgrade to keep any buyer's 
remorse some early adopters may be feeling 
at bay, and no doubt put a little pressure on 
the reference clocked GTX 670s. 

If you do pick up one of these new 
reference designed cards for the low price of 
$349, you'll likely notice that the Nvidia camp 
are offering up a few different GTX 660 Ti 
varients at a very similar price. 

Now we’re not going to say that the new 
HD7950 BIOS has ensured a victory in the 
<$350 market, though if Nvidia don’t do 
something about their local pricing soon this 
new BIOS will act as a real disincentive to 
buying one of Nvidia's new cards.. 

So, if you’re looking for a new card, or 
simply updating your old one, the new HD 
7950 has received a healthy boost, and is 
certainly worth your consideration. ( 


Performance 


] 


Practically matches the a: es 
GTX 670 in most tests. 

Bundle 7 

N/A IMS 4 4 
Value 


The reference HD7950 | SS -) 
is now even better VAIUC. ccd onemmne! 


Build 


We can’t flaw the design, = ec 
and simple BIOS update, 


Overall 
A-free upgrade for reference cards. 
isnever. a:-bad thing. 


KITLOG 


hese are four of our basic systems, with 

something for every taste. The Game Box is 
put together with money-saving in mind, but also 
an eye to getting as much bang for buck. Our 
build may be a little more expensive than what 
you could technically get away with, but for that 
extra few hundred you're also getting cutting edge 
performance and one of the most overclockable 
chips you can get today. 


We had been considering 
whether or not NVIDIA’s new 
GTX 660 deserves a place in the 
KitLog this issue; some of the new 
models are pretty damn fantastic. 
However, we're leaving it for now, because 
at launch, it’s just a touch too expensive to 
justify a purchase. We're leaving the KitLog 
unchagned for now, but if the price of the 660 
drops at all... game on. 


The Perfect PC, on the other hand, is the system 
everyone aspires to, with nothing but the best 
parts — without going crazy, though. It’s a collection 
of all the greatest hardware that we’d pick without 
a budget, sure to impress with performance and 
sheer style. 

Oh, and if you’re wondering what the Ref IDs are, 
that’s the ID of that article on our website. Just enter 
it like this - www.atomicmpc.com.au/?NUMBER 

— and you'll go straight to that review. 
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MOTHERBOARD CPU 


MEMORY 


(SR ee 


“THE GAME BOX 


Intel Core i5 3570K 


PRICE $245 


Remove the Hyper Threading, 
and save $150? DEAL! 


Gigabyte Z77X-UD3H 
PRICE $185 

Affordable gaming 
performance and features. 
Issue 187, Page 57 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-1280 CLOD- 8GBXL 


PRICE $55 

Great value, decent 
perfomance, and some 
flexibility. 


GIGABYTE HD7870 Overclocked 
PRICE $370 
Performance close to the 
7950, with a price tag no 
where near. 


VIDEOCARD 


CPU 


“THE PERFECT PC | 


| 


Intel Core i7 3770K 
PRICE $400 

8 Threads of Ivy Bridge efficiency, 
Overclock for justice! 

Issue 137, Page 40 


MOTHERBOARD 


Gigabyte G1 Sniper 3 
PRICE $435 

It’s about as super-premium as 
you could get, or want. 

Issue 138, Page 40 


MEMORY 


Corsair Vengeance Low Profi 
~ CMLI6GX 3M4AIGOOCOB 


PRICE $120 


16GB of fast memory. Virtualise 
everything! 


VIDEOCARD 


MSI GTX 680 
TwinFrozrOCSLl samy 


PRICE $1480 


Great value, overclocks 
extremely well, super fast. 


KITLOG 


SUBTOTAL: $1680 


Antec Kuhler 620 


PRICE $85 


Water cooling is the future, 
today! 


LUOULLIX 


CASE 


RIG ONLY: $1210 | 


Bitfenix Shinobi 
PRICE $80 


Worth it for the price 
# alone, and sexy to boot. 
Ref ID: 260177 


lal 
@ . 
> 2TBHDD Pioneer & Razer Arctosa 
E PRICE $90 DVR-219L = PRICE $50 
> Two thousand PRICE $35 co A cool-looking keyboard that'll 
u gigabyte storage Discs. Youneeds >- serve you very well. 
B drive on the cheap. ‘em. SS sRef ID: 149483 
a 
Samsung S24A450BW 
5 PRICE $260 uy Corsair Vengeance M60 
a 24 inches of LED backlit, = PRICE 70 
va 16:10 LCD screen. Sweet. = Exceptional mousing value. 
= == Issue 134, Page 49 


sells. Onboard Realtek 5 Silverstone Strider SOOW 
! Gamecom 780 ALC889A G24 PRICE $65 

PRICE $9 A decent chip thatdoes SQ A-solihest rere ‘ 

Solid set of cans with the job. os , capable of powering 
—t aa audio. oN much more. 

Issue 138, Page 43 
e Corsair H100 Water Cooler, FepesniciecCacwosll 
ou PRICE $160 val PRICE $400 
= Fits perfectly in th Cosmos S Il, a) The only case you'll ever need. Premium 
=) mounting directly on the roof. apa PTeS ASS 
| Ref ID: 290959 

——— — 

wa Py (eee) 5 i 
=  OCZREvoDrive3x2& > ~~ Razer BlackWidow gaan 
aa WD1TB VelociRaptor = Ultimate Drisepg eee sL aa 
= PRICE $650 + $350 co Bae cae : ” 
= Superfast SSD and zippy storage. Cal inc aciy. in 
— WD: Ref ID: 220323 YS Ber ID: 251095 
A 


Dell U2711 


PRICE $900 


One of the best 27” monitors 
on the market. On sale 
regularly. 


MOUSE 


SteelSeries Sensei 
PRICE $115 


The best-performing mouse we’ve 
‘used to date! 
Ref ID: 276668 


Shure SRH-840 


PRICE $200 


AUDIO 


The best value closed-ear 
studio headphones around 


POWER 
SUPPLY 


Antec HCP 1200W 


PRICE $320 


Plug in a graphics card. Or 
four. The HCP won't care. 
Ref ID: 272588 
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KITLOG 


he LAN Rig, the ultimate in portable gaming 

power — go anywhere, frag anyone. No longer 
will you be tied to a desk or forced to awkwardly 
manhandle your full-sized rig, helped by a 
convenient handle and beefy tech. Perfect for 
wowing people at LANs, the tech inside is fast 
enough to run any game, and boasts enough 
speed to keep your game running at full clio even if 
other programs intrude in the background. After all, 
no-one wants to miss a headshot. 


There are times when a soundcard 
can’t cut it for your audio desires, 
where your GOQohm headphones feel 
underpowered and you need more OOMPH. 
Thankfully there’s a market to cater for you, 
and multiple Digital-Analogue-Converter/ 
Amplifier hybrids are on the market, such 
as the ASUS Essence One or Matrix Mini-I. 
They give much better audio quality, and 
the punch needed to enjoy music to its 
fullest. Only serious enthusiasts need apply. 


Finally, for the more entertainment-minded — and 
really, that’s all of us — there’s The Mini, ready to 
play movies and music quietly and efficiently. The 
basic guts are fast enough for general tasks, and 
the IGP can handle High-Definition content. You can 
also choose from three entirely optional upgrades to 
suit your needs best: a graphics card for WoW, TV 
tuner to catch the game, or a Wireless card to sync 
without cables. The perfect energy-conscious build. 
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MOTHERBOARD CPU 


MEMORY 


MEMORY = MOTHERBOARD CPU 


VIDEOCARD 


VIDEOCARD 


THE LAN RIG ( 
Intel Core i5 3450 
PRICE $210 
The most affordable Ivy Bridge 
quad-core, overclocking limited. 
Asus P8Z77-M 
PRICE $115 
A mATX board with 
everything you need. 
G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-I2800CL9D-8GBXL 
PRICE $55 
: Great value, decent performance, and some 
get flexibility. 
| us 
GIGABYTE HD7770 Overclocked 
| PRICE $160 
Keeping your LAN box cool 
and powerful. 
Ne 
Intel Core (3 2120T 
PRICE $150 
Super low-heat dual-core 
processor with IGP. 
Asus P8Z77-M 
PRICE $115 
A mATX board with plenty 
of upgrade options. 
Corsair XMS3 | 
CMX4GX3M2A1600C9 | 
PRICE $35 
4GB of fast memory is plenty for running 
multiple HTPC media streaming apps. 
Sapphire HD7750 Ultimate 
PRICE $130 
Enough to play games 
on, and adds outputs 
without extra noise. 
XX 


y” 


mele. HARDWARE 


SUBTOTAL: $1190 


RIG ONLY: $820 | 


Cooler Master 212+ Evo 
5 PRICE $40 
wD) : = It’s all about cost and weight 
©] : efficiency when traveling. 


i 


CASE 


BitFenix Merc Alpha 


PRICE $50 


Small case with great potential, it’s 
got it where it counts. 


a A 7 


Va) 
~ 2TBHDD Pioneer a 
= pricesso € DVR-219L = Razer Arctosa 
= Two Sue al PRICE $35 co A cool-looking keyboard 
i age ¥ ae ae x Discs. You needs Pat that'll serve you very well. 
a : em. Se Ref ID: 149483 
Nn 
Samsung S23B300B Corsair Vengeance M60 

= PRICE $160 oa PRICE $70 
ye 23 inches of value-packed 5 Exceptional mousing value. 
wa screen, great buy. = Issue 134, Page 49 
= 

Plantronics Onboard Realtek Silverstone Strider 5010W 
= Gamecom 780 ALC887 Ce5>j PRICE $65 

PRICE $90 A decent chip that does = oa A solid PSU, capable of powering 

Solid set of cans with the job. @ Z much more. 

great audio. 

Issue 138, Page 43 


SUBTOTAL: $1530 


RIG (NO OPTIONS): $1215 


Noctua NH-USB SE2 


PRICE $65 


Plenty of cooling, and 
quietness to boot. 


CASE 


Silverstone Fortress F103 
PRICE $190 


The best HTPC case we’ve seen yet, 
with space for plenty o’ bits. 


wu 
=  ~ZTBHDD uy _- Scythe SFF21D 
=~ PRICE $90 = PRICE $30 x 3 en 
& Buy three of these for super-crazy © Replace the stock fans and OPTIONAL 
= storage capacity. is} hear the computer no more. 
N 
Pond 
nA 
ce Silverstone SODO2B = Logitech diNovo Edge 
s PRICE $80 = PRICE $240 
iF Slot-loading DVD drive for S Wireless board with a 
5 movies, installs or backups. Paar trackpad for mousing. 
we 
ek Winfast eX. 
a Leadtek W “2 ASUS PCE-NI3 ~e>. Seasonic X-460 Fanless 
3 ~PxDVR3200H Ol BRIE $45 im Pe $200 
= sine i a pC i} ‘ laa Zippy 802.11N for wireless © S rent pa Ls 
> et TV In YOURE: = HD video streaming. Bey, NOnyMmous, 
F— _—sH..264 recording ftw! oe 
| OPTIONAL 
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» A Woortny Nyatcra@ooline Solutio 
Made Sie 


f 
Performer ” a) Extreme 


Features 


Flexible aL Universal Socket Support Silent Liquid Cooling Maintainance Free 


Performance 


WATER2.0 Performer 

WATER2.0 Pro 

WATER2.0 Extreme 
Intel® Box Cooler 


0) 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 


www.thermaltake.com.au 


Mwave 1300727446 mwave.com.au Orange IT 02 9281 8982 Computer 07 3421 3200 oo 03 ion ee oe ane he Allneeds 08 8211 8661 
PCCG 03 95510889 pccasegear.com.au Octagon 02 8212 5161 Alliance 03 854 44 MSY 08 8212 1656 


Tech Buy 02 9648 1816 techbuy.com.au MSY 02 9648 4116 Gamedude 07 3387 1531 cd 03 sone eee ee ; 08 9309 4771 PCDIY 08 8410 0446 
Umart 0733693928 umart.com.au PC DIY 02 9648 1001 MSY 07 3217 9070 Bain 03 9603 a — 
IJK 02 9745 0877 ijk.com.au PC LAN 02 9649 3288 Umart 07 3369 3928 03 9077 9811 Principal 03 6235 5000 

Scorptec 1300 726 770 TASPRO 03 6424 1911 


R egular readers will know I’m very 
enthusiastic about entertainment becoming 
less like ordinary retail products, and more like 
improvisational theatre. 

Modern mainstream entertainment has settled 
into a pattern of big companies making mass- 
market products, selling them at substantial 
profits to audiences and/or advertisers, and 
getting very cross, to the point of self-destructive 
spite, if anybody manages to access these 
products without paying. 

But there have always been musicians and 
storytellers and actors and artists of every other 
kind who perform for little or no monetary reward. 
And today it's becoming easier and easier for 
people to team up and produce remarkable 
works without needing expensive recording 


and you will in due course receive an answer to 
your question from the Oracle Most Wise. You wil 
probably also receive a question from someone 
else, which you can answer in the persona of 

the Oracle. (If you'd like to answer a question 

but don't feel like asking one, e-mail the same 
address with “ask me” in the subject line.) 

Nobody gets paid for answering Oracle 
questions, and not all of the answers are good. 
But over the twenty-three years the Oracle’s 
been running, it's come up with a lot of very good 
humour, the very best of which you can read at 
bit.ly/oracularities. 

There are many other online collaborative 
creative endeavours. The SCP Wiki (scp-wiki. 
net); crowdsourced creepiness. Pretend Office 
(pretendoffice.co.uk), which is what it sounds 


It’s not yet possible for a person who wants to 
make a game or mod to do so if they're not also 
competent with a few development tools... 


studios, or agents, or ticket-selling middle-men. 
The mod scene is becoming a major part of 
this; the heavy lifting of making game engines, 
scripting systems and everyday content is done 
by one of the big studios, and then random 
people on the Internet make the game better. Or 
strip it to the chassis and turn it into a whole 
new game. 

That's still a few-to-many model, though. 
There are a lot more modders than commercial 
software companies, but modders are stl 
massively outnumbered by players; good! 
modders are much rarer. 

| don't think it has to be that way, though, 
because there are already some collaborative 
creative works where the creator-to-consumer 
ratio is surprisingly low. 

Take the Internet Oracle, for instance (bit.ly/ 
internetoracle). Send a question to oracle@ 
cs.indiana.edu with “tell me” in the subject line, 
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like and is funnier than you might think. Public 
Minecraft servers (we don’t have multiplayer 
Dwarf Fortress yet, but that’s probably because 
the world’s computers don’t add up to enough 
power to run it). New ones pop up every day. 
(Memosfromfury.tumblr.com, for instance.) 

And then there’s the explosion of Mystery- 
Science-Theater-style Let's Plays and related 
projects, that piggyback on a movie or game or 
other such work. 

It’s not yet possible for a person who wants 
to make a game or mod to do so if they’re not 
also, at the very least, competent with a few 
development tools, which are usually even less 
immediately intuitive than Photoshop. There are a 
few ways to be a real-time online dungeon master 
for a tabletop-style RPG, though, and there are 
other little oddities like the lo-fi one-on-one Sleep 
Is Death (sleepisdeath.net). But even if you only 
want to make yet another naked-chicks mod 


for Skyrim, you'll need to learn rather a lot. 

This is changing, though. Faster computers 
make less efficient but friendlier development 
techniques more useful. Public-domain graphics 
and sound archives are getting better and better. 
A couple of Kinects are almost good enough 
for high-grade motion capture. Full synthesised 
voice acting isn’t quite there yet, but working with 
voice actors over the Web is achievable. And we 
demonstrably already have a large and functional 
world of music and mods and comedy and 
cartoons all being given away by the creators, for 
nothing but applause and tips. 

Almost nobody's going to make Madonna- 
grade money on the new frontier of democratised 
entertainment, but most YouTube performers just 
want to share their work with the world. The price 
we must pay is all those nude mods, and also 
Justin Bieber. 

But | still think it’s a tolerable deal. 


Justin Beiber is a high price... 
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WHEN YOU SUBSCRIBE 


12 ISSUES FOR $74.95 - SAVE OVER $32 


1 YEAR (12 ISSUES) FOR AS79.95 


You'll save yourself up to $32 off the 
cover price! 


> You'll never miss an issue of Atomic - 
delivered FREE direct to your door! 


> Subscribers receive unique and 
exclusive covers free from additional 


text - start your collection now. ~~ 
MEDAL OF HONOR: WARFIGHTER @.GAMINGRE 
GAME MASTERS ¢ MOTION CAPTUREING 


Subscribe online at 
www.subscribenow.com.au/ato/1115 


This offer is only available to new Australian subscribers. Offer ends 10th October, 2012. Minimum subscription term is 12 months. You will receive 12 issues of Atomic a year. Your subscription will start 
with the next available issue. The gifts are available to the first seventy-five (75) subscribers. Full terms and conditions can be found at www.atomicmpc.com.au/magazine/subscribe.aspx. 


Subscribe to Atomic today for just $74.95 
a year and we'll also send you a free gift of 
your choice thanks to Razer! 


. ONZA TOURNAMENT EDITION 


‘ <The Razer Onza TE gaming controller for 

“ _ Xbox 360 is designed to give professional 
% Bearers the competitive edge by bringing 
© maximum customizability to the Xbox 
) 360 controller. 


HYDRA ' 
The world’s first PC gaming-grade 
motion sensing controllers that 
let you extend your natural body 
motion directly into the game. 


FEROX . 


The Razer Ferox is the 
_ definitive audio reference 
\ for mobile gamers. 


2 RAZER 


For more Razer products visit 
AU.RAZERZONE.COM 


or call 1300 610 765 (quoting code: 1115) 


MIB: HPTX 13.6" x 


LIAN | 
PCI: 10 slots 


www.lian-li.com 


THE SMALLEST HPTX CASE YOU’VE EVEN SEEN 


a 


¢ Bays: 5.25" x 2, 3.5" internal x 6, 2.5" internal x 6 

¢ I/O ports: USB 3.0 x 2 (20 pin-plug) / E-SATA x 1/ HD Audio 
¢ Dim.: 230 x 512 x 489 mm 

¢ Colour: silver / black 


PATENTED SCREW-LESS 
SIDE PANELS 


PC-Q25B 


> MB type: Mini ITX PC-TU200A 
sae, Bays: + MIB type: Mini DTX, Mini ITX 
3.5" internal x 7 ‘5), + Bays: 5.25" x 1, 3.5"x4 A 
2.5" internal x 3 (use3.5" x 2) 2.5" x 2 (use 3.5" x 1) 
“+ Dim.: 199 x 280 x 366 mm : + Dim.: 220 x 320 x 360 mm 
+ Colour: silver / black * Colour: silver / black 


THE SOUL* 
pprec te quality. 
NISING & EWARDING YOU! 


ictory equipped, — 
ig away 
B3 upgrades with 
your purchase ofacase. : ¢ 
for free upgrade 


contact them to claim your FRE 
(Shipping fee may be applied) 


models & more info. 


Lancool 
Aluminium panels 


20 pin-plug 


Bays: 5.25" x 3, 3.5" internal x 6, 
2.5" internal x 4 
MIB type: ATX / M-ATX 
PCI: 8 
Fan: Front 140mm x 2, 
Rear 120mm x 1 
¢ External in black anodized /O port: USB 3.0 x 2 (20 pin-plug) / 
finishing. HD Audio 
¢ Supports long graphics cards. Dim.: 210 x 470 x 500 mm (W,H,D) 


¢ External in black anodized finishing & 
internal finishing in black coating. 
¢ Supports long graphics cards. 


Superb Thermal & Silent Performance, Patented 
Zs Tool-less / Anti-vibration Features Designed for 
*rooitess PC Game Enthusiasts and Professionals 


www. LanCoolPC.com 
K series Design and Manufacture by 
VIC: PCCG (03) 9551 0889 www.pccasegear.com.au 


Finest 


— : Lian Li Industrial Co., Ltd. In Taiwan Quality 
Distributor Scorpion Technology 1300 726 770 wwwscorptec.com.au 4 | 
Inside Technology (03) 9761 3022 wwwinsidetech.com.au Made in ! 
tt sianttionlieainia QLD: Umart (07) 3369 3928 wwwumart.com.au Ti; a 
www. I, |.au 
is eS NSW: Mwave (02) 9649 6184 wwwmwave.com.au SA: MSY (08) 8212 1656 www.msy.com.au Ww 
m I Oo ni Melbourne Office: 1300 200 000 \JK (02) 9745 0877 wwwijk.com.au WA: PLE Computers (08) 9309 4771 wwwple.com.au alwan 
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Chris Taylor looks at the importance of modern technology in teaching. 


N ormally in the monthly .edu column, we 
focus on adult education. Or tertiary, 

really. To be more accurate. And yet we ignore, 
mostly, that education in the way you probably 
think about the term — primary and secondary 
schooling — has changed a lot in recent years 
thanks to technology. For context, in my day life 
I'm a primary school teacher. And my classroom 
— the classroom of 2012, which admittedly is in a 
fairly well-funded (but still public) primary school 
— probably looks very different to your childhood 
classroom. | mean, there’s still all the tiny plastic 
furniture and everything else, which is now 
probably designed with ergonomics and not 

just economy in mind, but the way we approach 
technology has changed dramatically, It’s not just 
that we use it more, it’s how it’s integrated into 
learning. Though there are exceptions, when it 
comes to things like the Office suite, ICT skills 
are taught in the context of a literacy lesson. The 
idea isn’t to use technology for technology's own 
sake. And that’s important on so many levels. It’s 
eflective of how ICT is used in the workforce. It's 
amuch more sensible approach to technology 
han shepherding the children down to a 
dedicated ICT lab to spend maybe one or two 
hours per week doing nothing much of value 

(or, as maybe some of us had, lots of LOGO 
and Raft Away River). There's a danger, really, 
that in using technology such as iPads you shift 
from being an educator to an entertainer. And 
yet that shouldn't be — and isn’t inherently — the 
case at all. Technology is a tool, one in a wide 
arsenal, with which to not only engage students 
in learning, but to teach powerfully, increase 
student independence and target the learning 
needs of specific students (giving a gifted 
student a problem solving task and arming them 
with a few directions and Wolfram Alpha, say, 

or sitting a student down with some software 
designed to build their phonetical awareness [in 
simple terms: knowing what sounds letters and 
letter blends make)). 

That’s not to say all teachers in all schools use 
ICT effectively. When a school spends a lot of 
money on interactive whiteboards or whatever 
else, there’s sometimes a pressure to use them 
because they’re there. There’s the reality that 
maybe you're in a poor school and someone 
gives you a grant or a nice discount on, say, a 
dozen iPads, but there’s no money at all to buy 
software. The iPad is an attractive brick loaded 
up with free software from the App Store - and 
at some point, maybe, you promise you'll set 
aside the time to sift through all of the shit to find 
The Good Stuff™. 

And let’s not even get into the skill and 
confidence level of teachers when it comes to 
ICT. 
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This month we spoke to Rob Heitmeier, 
General Manager at PolyVision, a product that — 
for simplicity’s sake, let’s say — sells interactive 
whiteboards. Oh and in case you're unfamiliar 
with the technology (OfficeWorks sells them, 
so I’m guessing some businesses way out 
there in the corporate wilds must use them for 
something), an interactive whiteboard is pretty 
much a projector with a screen. You touch the 
screen, with your fingers — although some older 
models use a plastic marker pen -to do your 
point and click business. Aside from being able 


| saw a teacher use a goddamn drawing 
pin to attach a poster to several grand worth of 


interactive whiteboard. 


to use it to project video clips, model ICT skills 
and the like, you can also use it — and should 
use it - as a way of engaging students. In a 
lesson on counting, say, with young children, you 
might get them to move huge virtual counters 
around or place numbers on a number line. 
IWBs are increasingly complex tools with all sorts 
of cool features and, as time goes by, better 
designed with the realities of the classroom in 
mind (i.e. in all likelihood we're going to write on 
it with whiteboard markers so it needs to be able 
to be cleaned easily without leaving inky residue 
and shadows of old lessons). 

Incidentally, this one time at a school, | saw a 
teacher use a goddamn drawing pin to attach 
a poster to several grand worth of interactive 
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whiteboard. Unsurprisingly, that didn’t rub off. 
But, yes, features. 

PolyVision ‘eno’ whiteboards, for example, | 
require no propriety software (a lot of older 
whiteboards, still in use all over the place, 

did — the software was almost always ugly and 
cumbersome and laden with bloatware) and 
have wireless iPad connectivity (rather than just 
the usual USB/VGA combo). The latter feature 
allows a group of students, each with their own 
iPad or netbook, to collaborate on, say, a large 
diagram or infographic. 


PolyVision sells itself pushing the idea that 
students have changed significantly in the past 
few years. “| think one of the core changes in 
the past decade is the way in which educators 
have started encouraging active participation,” 
says Heitmeier. “Students globally have evolved 
into tech-savvy, connected individuals who 
work best in an engaged, participatory learning 
environment. Educators have recognised this 
and many of them are integrating technology 
into lesson delivery to reach these diverse 
learning groups. We know through our extensive 
observations and insights that students have 
changed and technology has changed but 
the classroom environment structure has 
remained the same.” For context and all, as 
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much as we’d - and me, too — would agree 
with this, it’s important to note a digital divide 
exists in Australia. Go into a poorer school, one 
with poorer students, and you'll meet a lot of 
students who don’t have a computer or an 
internet connection at home. | mean, when 
you think about it, $80 per month is expensive 
if you're on very little money. And even in 
some wealthier schools, there are children with 
computers at home who aren't really allowed 
to use them (not just unsupervised, which is 
probably a good thing, but at all). 
But true enough, students have changed. 
“It's not so much about students’ attention 
spans dropping but more about how these 
students are utilising and consuming information 
differently than students from a decade ago,” 
says Heitmeier. “The prevalence of learning 
applications, software, and gaming intrigues 
students and requires a different instructional 
approach than traditionally considered.” 
Consider, for example, the sort of research 
projects you were introduced to in the latter 
years of primary school. While reading critically 
has always been an important skill, it maybe 
wasn't as significant when you could herd 
your students into the contained, controlled 
environment of the school library to conduct their 
research. Research skills? You showed them 
how the Dewey system worked, maybe. How 
to read a contents page, use the index to find 
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information, scan through ten pages of facts to 
find the specific details you're after. And you still 
teach those skills — well, maybe not the Dewey 
system any more, although I’m sure someone, 
somewhere is still ensuring students learn it — 
but teaching research now is so much more 
complex. Yes, search engines allow students 

to access a lot of information — and all students, 
for sure, know about Google and Bing — but 
there’s a knack to using those tools. You can 

sit a child down in front of a computer, tell them 
to hunt for something specific but chances are 
they’re going to spend a lot of time doing an 
awful lot of nothing. Or just copy-paste huge 
slabs of dodgy information from a crap website. 
Why? Well, it was in the first couple of results on 
Google when they searched for ‘information for 
simple machines project on levers.’ How to use 
a search engine effectively (i.e. carefully chosen 
keywords as opposed to a fully formed question 
or statement) and how to sift through the 
thousands of resulting webpages to find credible, 
useful information is something that needs to be 
taught explicitly. Even to the children who spent 
a lot of time ‘connected’ at home. 

Heitmeier argues that in order to maximise 
the potential of technology in the classroom, the 
physical space of the classroom and how it’s 
used needs to change. And to some extent, in 
Australia at least, that’s already true. 

Mostly, computer labs are gone. In their place 


are netbooks — maybe each classroom has one, 
maybe a few classrooms share a sort of secure 
trolley built to MilSpec specifications in that it 
weighs as much as the average grade six cohort 
combined —and, increasingly, iPads. The odd 
desktop can still be found guarding the corners 
of the classroom, but the push, increasingly, 

is for students to be able to use technology 
wherever they or the teacher want. “By teaching 
unplugged and with wireless devices,” says 
Heitmeier, “educators can be released from 

the front of the room, which immediately 
changes the learning dynamics of the class. 
Effective learning, to reach students, is creative, 
collaborative and connected. Students today 
need to be part of lessons and the outcome. 
[Technology can allow] students to share ideas, 
see each other’s work and connect with other 
classrooms. Curriculum comes to life with 
student input and tools through video, apps or 
distance learning.” (¢) 
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he big game we're looking at this month is Darksiders II and Sleeping Dogs, previews of 


Bethesda’s sneaky, stabby epic, Dishonored. Dead Space 3 and the awesomely wrong South 
We flew our own sneaky specialist Nathan Park game, and even some salient tips about 
Lawrence all the way to QuakeCon for a look living more than an hour in zombie mod, DayZ. FIRST LOOK: 
at his great looking game, and he’s come back Finally, there’s a mess of event coverage, from our Aceascin’s Creed il 
eager for more. In our six-page preview, you'll super-fun card-gaming night with Wizards of the 
find out why he and the rest of us are calling it for Coast to the very latest Atomic Meet, held this ENGINE ROOM: 
Game of the Year, even at this stage. year down in Melbourne. MMO Travel ; 
But that’s not all. We've got reviews of What are you waiting for! 


Dishonored preview 
Darksiders II 


Dead Space 3 preview 
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Sleeping Dogs 


South Park: 
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Atomic Meet 12 
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GAMEPLAY 


ASSASSIN’S CREED Il 


Assassin’s Creed 


It’s all hands to the mainmast, not mention wilderness action aplenty, 
in Ubisoft’s next stabby historical epic. 


@) kay, So once again, the PC version’s 
copped a horrible one-month delay, and 
yes, Ubisoft's DRM is still a sore point with 
most gamers. But, all that aside, it’s hard to get 
alittle excited about Assassin’s Creed 3. 

First up, the 18th century is a great setting for 
any game, and the fledgling American colonies 


iS even richer. You’ve got a world war, effectively, s 


waging from Europe to New York, the local 

Native American cultures, the tides of revolut 

and heaps of other cool stuff to play wit 
Ubisoft seems to be doing just that, too 


taking full advantage of the period. A lot of the 
action in ACS takes place in wilderness areas, 
so there are a mess of new ways to move 
about the environment, not to mention whole 
new ways to get up close and personal with 
those targets of your assassinations. 

‘New weapons, from tomahawks to spring 
traps to muskets are in abundance, and entire 


“regions of historical settings and cities have 


been faithfully recreated. 
~ Now, if we could just convince Ubi to ditch 
the DRM... 


> 


Ix remember, back in the early days of World 
of Warcraft, just how epic it felt to get to a 
Dungeon. You'd often only really be aware of 
it once it came up in a quest chain, back in the 
good old days; once upon a time, if you wanted 
to head into the Deadmines in Westfall, you 
knew the area well enough to find the place — 
but it still required you to actually head there. 

Not only did you actually have to get there 
under your steam, but just gathering a party was 
an epic quest in its own right. You’d need to call 
on other adventurers in the region, or on your 
own Guildmates. It took time and effort, and was, 
more often than not, highly frustrating. You’d 
need a tank, but once you sign one up for the 
dungeon you'd discover he’s in another zone, 
and will get to you when he’s ‘done crafting 
some shit’; or you might have a healer on hand, 
who then dog-on-fires you; hell, the party could 
fall apart just from random attacks from mobs 
wandering around Moonbrook! 

Herding cats was easier. 

However, for all of that, when the pieces fell 
into place and you had a full party gathered, and 
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MMO Travel 


David Hollingworth and Liz Skuthorpe on how, somtimes, 
getting there really is half the fun... 


—now you can do multiple 


chained back to back, with ease. | 
experienced this when | returned to 
WoW for the Cataclysm expansion. It was like 


you went in and faced Van Cleef and his 
pirate band... Wow. |.can think of few more 
satisfying accomplishments. | had crossed 
the land, defeated many foes, and fought 
evil with my fellow adventurers. To this 
day | could probably navigate my way to 
the Deadmines while blindfolded. 1 
The modern game, however, is 
very different. Cross-realm Dungeons 
(which let players from different 
servers group together) and the 
ease of signing up for dungeon 
runs made grinding these 
instances for gear (s 
and quest completion aN 
hyper easy. It's afarcry 
from the days when you 
could spend an entire week 
organising a single dungeon 


dungeons in one evening, 


e \\ 
N 

\ 

\\ 


Dungeons for Dummies! 
| was thinking about this recently, and chatting 
to my partner — Liz Skuthorpe, who's written 
on the game for Atomic before — who is still a 
loyal and dedicated WoW player (I’m a mere 
occasional dilettante, though | may get dragged 
back in for Pandaria), because it occurred to me 
that for all that finding groups and completing 
dungeons was now super easy, there was a 
rather sad flipside. 
You see, | have no idea where any of the - 
higher end dungeons (which I'd never gotten to 
in previous, pre-Dungeon Finder days) actually 
were in the world. | could tell you about the 
mobs and their patrol patterns, the kind) of loot 
you'd get, even where to stand to maximise 
line of site for offensive spell casters; | could not, 
however, point to them on amap. Suddenly, the 
sense of place that Blizzard had worked so hard 
to achieve with its virtual world, and at which it 
had once been so successful, was shattered. 
The mighty world of Azeroth had become a 
mere lobby for high-end boss-fights. 


Vanishing points 
Creating a world — one that at the very least 
pretends to be a living and breathing one — takes 
a huge amount of effort, and it’s a skill that MMO 
developers must, perforce, excel at. The whole 
point of these games is the immersion factor; 
the NPCs walking past selling cruft no one 
would ever in their right mind buy, the wild 
animals in forests, or the foot traffic in}a busy 
city... It all adds up to make an environment 
seem more real. 
World detail like that is not exclusive to MMOs 
—look at any sufficiently open single player game, 
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Minimal loading screens meant that players 
were kept ‘in’ the world longer, without having 
to be reminded they were just playing a game. 


such as Fallout: New Vegas or the more recent 
Reckoning: Kingdoms of Amalur, and you'll see 
the same thing — but the world is often a more 
important character in its own right in an MMO. 
You’re saving it every other day, especially in 
games like World of Warcraft, or it’s based on a 
loved and well-known setting, like Lord of the 
Rings Online. Things like loading screens or 
empty patches of un-developed, pixel-haunted 
wastelands are the enemy of game immersion. 


When the original Half Life came out — not 
an MMO, but bear with me — one of the things 
that made it such a great game was the smooth 
transition between areas. Minimal loading 
screens meant players were kept ‘in’ the world 
longer, without having to be reminded they were 
just playing a game. 

This is the same thing that makes an MMO 
work. In Lord of the Rings Online you can 
pretty much travel from The Shire to the Misty 
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Mountains without pause; it’ll take you a while, too, party of mounted adventurers gallop past while 


as there’s a tonne of game world between those 
two points, and without having to wait for an area 
to load. In making that distance seamless, players 
get to experience the true physicality of the 
world — the relationship between points of interest 
becomes concrete, and the world becomes that 
much more real and consistent. This is important 
in any game, really — the world has to make 
sense — but it’s doubly so in a licensed title based 
on a well-loved work. No matter how dedicated a 
level designer may be at Turbine, | can guarantee 
you there are Tolkien fans out there who know the 
Trollshaws practically back to front. 

Which is not to say you can’t have clever 
ways of getting around a world. From World of 
Warcraft’s various flying mounts, to the more 
down to earth horses of Lord of the Rings Online, 
it’s important to let players travel fast when they 
need to. Star Wars: The Old Republic uses 
various speeder craft to get you around in a hurry; 
it’s both flavoursome, and in some areas, a very 
thrilling way to travel. These mechanics also work 
to improve the immersion of bystanders; it’s a 
great reminder of the populated world to have a 
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you’re out on the road. 

Beyond flying mounts and horses, many 
games also have faster travel options, that more 
or less instantly let you go from place to place. 
Again, though, it’s a matter of balancing the 


speed with still making players work for the utility. 


Take Warcraft’s Hearthstones, or LotRO’s maps 
— to use these to get back to a location, you still 
have to have visited it, and earned that ability 
in some way. However, after playing multiple 
characters to level cap, and well into a game’s 
life cycle, veteran players usually want more 


shortcuts. Balancing those... that’s the challenge. 


One does not simply 
Hearth into Mordor... 


With Lord of the Rings Online, Aaron Campbell, 
the title’s Senior Producer, definitely falls on 

the side of making players work through the 
landscape, so they can have an understanding 
of it. “We want players to start out quite slow, 
actually, so they can learn the world,” he told 

us. “But that’s because there's also a lot to do in 


those early spaces. The first time a player leaves 
Archet and travels to the next town it can take 
four hours; they’re picking up quests, handing’ 
them in, learning new skills, and so on. The next 
time they might just be returning to a vendor, 
and the time after that just coming back to visit 
a friend. They can move around much more 
freely.” But, because of that initial investment in 
time, and the stories that unfolded there, that 
part of the world still exists within the framework 
of the world. 

In fact, when a game first launches, it’s much 
easier to really set that kind of pace, and force 
players to travel. “It's only years into a game,” 
Aaron adds, “when you have more places, more 
expansions, and more high level players, that 
you really need to speed things up.” 

Lord of the Rings Online will be including 
its own Instance Finder, but Turbine’s got its 
own answers to the need to speed things up 
for longterm subscribers. “We let players fast 
travel to places, but they have to find them 
first, and along the way we make sure there’s 
a lot of points of interest, like hilltops and high 
points, where you can look around and see the 
landscape, or mountains off in the distance; we 
think that’s important.” 

“And our Instance Finder, even though it’s 
sending you to all these random places, we still 
want that to tie into the story. We even have 
some instances that take you to different time 
periods, but, again, it’s for a reason.” 

Things are more complicated with such a well 
known setting as Middle Earth. With Azeroth, 
there’s not so many preconceptions about time, 
and in the Star Wars setting, you at least have 
much more modern means of sending people 
across vast distances. The same is even truer 
for Star Trek Online, where teleporting isn’t just a 
gimmick, but a central tenet of the cannon. 

“Fans of Lord of the Rings know how long it 
takes the Fellowship to get anywhere, but we 
obviously can’t follow that,” Aaron admits. “In 
the books, it might take one and a half days to 
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get from one place to another, but in Lord of the 
Rings Online we have to compress that, and the 
entire landscape. But we still want the distances 
to feel large — it's a hard balance to strike.” 

That said, there are certainly some interesting 
tricks that games can pull off to give the illusion 
of geographical space. One of the most elegant 
is in some ways the simplest - just make your 
regions look different. However, it’s not as simple 
as it sounds. 

For instance, each of World of Warcraft's:, » 
regions not only has a different layout and €t’ 
of textures, but wholly different colour palettes. 

It might be possible to run from Stormwind 

all the to Booty Bay — and pretty fast, when 

you think about — but on the way the colour 
changes suggest that much more distance is 
being travelled. You go from the lush greens 

of Elwynn Forest, to the altogether darker 

tones of Duskwood, then to Stranglethorn 

Vale, where you're greeted by a riot of tropical 
colour, not mention even brighter lighting. It feels 
positively steamy, so despite the fact that, in true 
geographical terms, you've only travelled a few 
virtual miles - pretty much a walk to the shops 
and back — but it feels much vaster. Of course, 
Blizzard’s come up with some solutions for travel 
that have caused problems of their own... 


Hanging around 
Stormwind 


- The disconnect between ease of travel and 
immersion in the game world is something 
that Blizzard designers, such as Lead Content 
Designer Corey Stockton, are well aware of. “When 


ENGINE ROOM 


Cataclysm came out you had to physically go to 
the new instances to discover them. But we found 
that people would make this one long trip once, 
and never go there again. After that they'd use 
the Dungeon Finder and teleport into the instance. 
So, we've wanted to make it easier for players to 
get around Azeroth. On the other hand we don’t 
necessarily want to have people just standing 
around in cities waiting for the Raid Finder.” 

How players exist within the world has been 
on gamers’ minds since World of Warcraft 
launched and a lot of it has to do with role- 
playing and immersion, and balancing that 
against the actual mechanics. Guild Halls and 
player housing are just another facet of this 
problem. Instanced player housing was on the 
cards for WoW prior to the game's launch, but 
didn’t make it to release — many people, role- 
players in particular, have been after it ever since. 

In a 2009 interview Stockton described the 
design team’s goal as keeping players in the 
greater world, visible to others. “I’m not sure 
it’s a good idea to have more ways of taking 
players out of the world, and out of the cities.” 
The implied risk being that if players had their 
own instanced home or guild hall, Stormwind 
and Orgrimmar would become ghost towns. 
Despite these comments the devs have been 
teasing gamers with the possibility of player 


housing as recently as the Mists of Pandaria 
expansion announcement. When the question 
inevitably came up during Developer Q&A 
sessions, it’s referred to as something they're 
considering and the individually instanced ‘farm’ 
available for players in Mists of Pandaria is a 
nod in that direction. 


Subtle skill 


It could be argued that the golden age of the 
MMO is dying, as more and more titles switch 
to a free to play model. | think it’s more accurate, 
however, to say that the genre’s really shifting 
into new modes — after all, many games are 
finding new strength in micro-transaction- 
based economies. Whether subs-based or free, 
however, MMOs remain a huge challenge to 
develop, and while it’s easy to look at combat 
mechanics, graphics, and player progression 
and quest design as the big hurdles, it must be 
remembered that what these games really offer 
iS a unique and semi-persistent world to explore, 
and that creating a believable space to explore is 
arguably one of the biggest challenges. 

So next time you're galloping between 
Bree and the Barrow Downs, or Hearthing to 
Stormwind, think about all the work that’s gone 
into making those worlds feel real, and how 
fragile that sense of reality actually is. @ 


After a ‘mere’ two hours of hands-on time with new IP Dishonored, we’re ready to call 
Game of the Year contender. Nathan Lawrence explores why. 


Ye know you're struggling when, in a vain 
effort to present a semblance of preview 
balance, your main beef with a game is the 
Americanised spelling of the title. Dishonored 
takes everything there is to love about Deus Ex, 
splices it with the protagonist-empowerment 

of Thief, and builds it all on a foundation of the 
narrative likes of BioShock. Put simply, if you’re 
a fan of games that emphasise choice, then, by 
association, you will be a fan of Dishonored. 


Welcome to Dunwall 
The Empire of Isles is other. That is to say, 
Dishonored’s world is a kind of familiar, albeit 
ultimately revisionist, take on the Victorian 
era of our own world’s history. The city of 
Dunwall takes the most enticing elements of 
the Industrial Revolution, unites them with a 
steampunk feel and presents it in a way that 
looks like a Claude Monet painting come to life. 
You play as Corvo, the so-called Lord 
Protector and bodyguard of Empress 
Jessamine Kaldwin. As fate would have it, 
Dunwall is overrun by a rat plague that has 
necessitated Corvo being sent out into the 
greater world to seek help from anyone or any 
nation that may hold the key. That is a prelude, 
though, and his return is draped in defeat. All of 
this is relayed expositionally by the characters 
around Corvo because, exactly like Gordon 
Freeman of Half-Life fame, Corvo is a man of 
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few (read: none, as far as we can tell) words. 

In fact, this isn’t the only link to the heralded 
Half-Life universe, as that paint-dripping art 
design we mentioned earlier has more than a 
little City 17 in it. It probably has a lot to do with 
the fact that Dishonored’s art designer is Viktor 
Antonov: the same man who forged the distinct 
look of Half-life 2. 


Choice - lots of choice 


It would be convenient to categorise 
Dishonored as one of ‘those’ games that taps 
into the mentality that offering player choice 
extends only as far as providing a stealth 
approach or guns-blazing tact. The reality is 
that Dishonored is so much more than this, 
with the real game found at not only either 
extreme or, more excitingly, anywhere in the 
wide grey area in between. 

In fact, Dishonored challenges the notion 
that stealth and action are mutually exclusive 
gameplay styles. Right from the word go, 
Dishonored is throwing options at you and 
encouraging you to roll with the punches. 
Thankfully, all of this is built on the foundation 
of a solid narrative. It doesn’t take long for 
the assassination of Empress Kaldwin and 
subsequent labelling of Corvo as a traitor to 
kick in. The assassination sequence itself works 
as a lesson in dual-wielding fighting, the crux of 
Dishonored’s combat. 


Fight and magic | 
In his right hand, Corvo wields a sexy sword 
with a retractable blade, a veritable lightsaber 
equivalent of this Victorian-themed world. In his 
left hand, Corvo packs your choice © 
or crossbow. The pistol is perfect f 
‘loud and proud’ approach, and bi 
potential to magazine size, accur 
time, and damage spread; bes' 
shoot through multiple enemies 
Then there’s the crossbow, 
on-par lethality to that of the pistol, with 
the perks of implied discretion. Re’ i 
the crossbow isn’t a ‘stealth-love 
weapon, as its stock standard silent bolts are 
complemented by incendiary alternatives that 
rival bullets in lethality, and top them ipsa 
And attack potential doesn’t stop there. 
According to Harvey Smith, co-creative 
director on Dishonored, purists have informed 4 
him that his game technically isn’t steampunk, 
it’s actually ‘gaslight’: that is to say, a sub-genre 
of steampunk that merges gears and Victorian 
influence with magic. The other co-creative 
director, Raphael Colantonio, confessed that 
the original 20 powers have been honed down 
to a tight 12 and, of this mix of passive and 
active powers, Harvey claims that there’s a 
healthy division in the Arkane offices as to 
the importance of each. This means Arkane 
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Analogue beats digital 


Harvey explained the importance of 
analogue Al in Dishonored. “Sometimes 
a guard will be patrolling and will realise 
another patrol route that his squad is 
responsible for has not been patrolled 
in a while, so he’ll switch. On the way, 

|| he'll go by a fire and warm his hands 

|| or stop and look at a piece of art, “Ah, 

|| that’s a piece of shit, why would people 
pay for that?’” And that pulls him off his 
normal predictable path as well. That’s 
like five or six different things that are 

|| variable and, when you play through the 
I game, you’re not on one or the other; you 
don’t choose a track. You’re constantly 

| engaging with all of those layers and 

‘| making choices about it.” 
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is definitely on the right track, as far as we're 
concerned. 


Prison break 


Six months after Empress Kaldwin’s 
assassination, Lord Regent Hiram Burrows 
and High Overseer Campbell are still trying to 
entice a signed confession out of Corvo by 
way of a particularly malicious torturer. Corvo’s 
stubbornness persists, and the devilish duo 
announce his imminent execution. 

Back in his cell, a guard informs Corvo that 
friends have left a surprise in his final meal. 
Time being of the essence, it’s not a file in cake; 
instead, it’s a key under a loaf of bread that 
provides Corvo’s initial salvation. Beyond his 
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cell, a weapons rack offers a simple sword and 
pistol combination. 

From here, you can stick to the shadows 
and duck behind cover to avoid the gaze of 
patrolling guards who moan as they go about 
their daily goings on. Alternatively, you can 
slaughter everyone, raising alarms and entering 
into Errol Flynn-like bouts of sword crossing 
and pistol firing that leaves a mess of bodies in 
your wake. Ultimately, this approach changes 
the way the world sees you in what Arkane is 
calling ‘Chaos Level’. 

Playing ‘High Chaos’ means your impact on 
the world is noted in your tendency to dispatch 
everyone with reckless abandon, and you will 
encounter more plague rats and so-called 


Weepers (plague victims) on your bloody road 
to revenge. Taking the ‘Low Chaos’ path, in its 
extremity, means you can literally play through 
the game without killing anyone. Even your 
assassination targets can be dealt with in other 
ways that don’t require you to spill blood. Your 
impact on the world will be lower than the High 
Chaos path, meaning your presence can go 
unnoticed, with the ultimate payoff being a final 
level that is reportedly different to players with a 
High Chaos rating. 


Rolling with the punches 
In our playthrough, we attempted a sneaky 
jailbreak, but fell back on the all-guns-blazing 
approach to test the game mechanics and, 


well, because it's a hell of a lot of fun to resist 
the urge to quick-load - a PC-exclusive feature, 
according to associate producer Seth Shain — a 
‘failed’ scenario. 

The fun for us, though, was seamlessly 
switching between the two often incompatible 
polarised play styles - starting stealthy, then 
going loud when discovered, and returning to 
a silent state once an area was Cleared — and 
finding the 50-odd shades of grey in between. 


Powers that be (awesome) 
After escaping Coldridge Prison, we got to meet 
the resistance movement of Dunwall: the men 


ntelligent auto-aim 


|| While auto-aim isn’t something PC 

|| purists are used to leaving enabled, 
Seth Shain talked a lot about the 

|| intelligent systems behind the 

i technology. “We’re interpreting player 
|| intentionality based on where they’re 
|| pointing the camera, but doing it in 

|| such a way that we’re giving them 

|| the benefit of the doubt that you want 
to shoot at the enemy or thing that’s 
more important.” And what of the 

|| aforementioned purists? “That being 

|| said, some people just don’t want 

|| auto-aim at all, and so we also give 
the option to disable it. And that is 

|| one of those compromises that maybe 
wouldn’t have happened if we weren’t 
| working with a team that has a lot of 

|| really hardcore PC roots.” 


and women who defy the self-imposed legitimacy 
of the post-Empress Jessamine reign, and 

seek to find and crown young Emily as the new 
Empress. Among these characters is Piero Joplin, 
the veritable Q of Dishonored, who provides 
Corvo with all of his wonderful toys, including that 
destined-to-be-cosplayed Assassin’s Mask. He's 
also the go-to man for weapon upgrades and 
essential kit items such as the gory Spring Razor 
proximity mines and the tactical single-use Rewire 
Tool (read: hacking tool). 

Standing as a stark contrast to Perio’s 
grounded gadgetry, though, is The Outsider: a 
being that reveals himself to Corvo in a dream 
sequence and grants him his first magic ability. 
Blink offers a short-range teleportation trick 
that can be used vertically and horizontally 
for neat level traversal. Like all of the powers 


in Dishonored, it also boasts a second-level 
rating which, in this instance, increases the 
teleportation distance of the Blink power. 
Powers are unlocked by discovering Runes 
throughout Dunwall, but impatient anti- 
adventurers needn’t worry about having to sniff 
out every nook and cranny to find them as The 
Outsider also offers players a supernatural Heart 
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cas >\ thing that can sniff out Runes and Bone Charms. height and faster movement. 
" . Aggressive players can tap into the power 
Rat shadows Pick a bone of Devouring Swarm — hordes of blood-thirsty 
| We always ask what specific PC love | Bone Charms are passive items that are well rats — or the aptly named Blood Thirsty, which 
| can be expected from multiplatform | worth collecting and matching to your preferred —_ unlocks ruthless melee fatalities. All-rounder 
titles, and Seth didn’t disappoint in his | play style. You can unlock up to six slots for as powers such as Bend Time — which slows time 
response. “It sounds silly, but some | many active Bone Charms, which range from and can be upgraded to freeze time completely 
| people really miss the fact that rats don’t || _ faster climbing and ways to recharge mana, — and Windblast - a harmful, then deadly push 
| have shadows and, computationally, it’s | to increased possession duration of particular ability — offer further gameplay options that 
|| really expensive to do that, so for the | creatures, or decreased damage from particular —_ will influence how you approach missions. 
i consoles we can’t do it, but on the PC | enemy types. Considering level one powers cost one or two 
|| we have an option so you can enable | But the real ace up Dishonored’s sleeve is Runes, while level two upgrades cost three-to- 
| rat shadows. Another option is FOV. The | the range of powers that can be tailored to five Runes, a discerning approach to how you 
players will be able to configure the | a multitude of play styles. Stealthy types will spend your Rune currency is a must. 
|| FOV, and we give the player the option | be drawn to the likes of Dark Vision, which = 
| to have it a little bit smaller and a little || lets you track enemy movements through Popping a Boyle 
| bit bigger. | know that’s something | walls; or Possession which lets you possess The real test of Dishonored’s minute-to-minute 
|| we've heard a lot of hardcore PC guys |, animals and eventually humans. Deadly ninja gameplay choices was made evident in the 
| screaming about: FOV options. | think I players will likely be drawn to Shadow kill — an second part of our demo. Corvo is tasked 
| 
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they'll be pleased with that.” I ability that turns unaware enemies to ash once with assassinating one of three Boyle sisters 
S = ' assassinated — and Agility for increased jump at a fancy dress party. Being the classy topical 
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everybody, that makes it easier.” 


| To further emphasise the complementary nature of stealth-meets-gung-ho possibilities 

|| of Dishonored, Harvey offered an example. “If you jump up into the rafters, sneak over 

| and drop-assassinate the first guard — the one with the pistol — and then when the other 
guys have a surprised reaction, if you attack during that little window of surprise, you 
get a one-shot kill counter-attack. So you drop from above and you kill the guy with the 
pistol and while everyone else is reacting, you kill the other guy real quick, now you've 
only got to fight three guards. So even if your goal is to clear the room and murder 
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hipster that he is, Corvo turns up to the party in 
his Assassin's Mask, much to the chagrin and/ 
or applause of various guests. 

Our entry was fairly straightforward — which 
Seth assured us was one of at least ten — 
discovering an invitation that had blown out of 
a guest's hand, we were let in straight away. 
Once inside, an optional side mission let us 
settle a debt with a guest by way of pistol 
duelling. We blasted him without any trickery, 
but Seth informed us that we could have hit 
him with Wind Blast, summoned a Devouring 
Swarm or used Bend Time to stop his bullet in 
his tracks and shift the duellist in front of it for a 
time-bending suicide. 

Inside the party, we were tasked with 
identifying which Lady Boyle was the target; 
something which is randomised between the 


three sisters each time you play. Of course, 

we could have killed everyone in the party, or 
wagered a one-in-three chance and killed one of 
the sisters. Alternatively, talking with party guests 
reveals key information, including one particular 
attendee who is obsessed with the target Lady 
Boyle and offers to quite literally steal her away if 
you can get her into the basement. 

We opted for stealth and ignored the stalker’s 
offer, but were discovered trying to sneak 
upstairs and an alarm was sounded. More 
than happy to switch to combat mode, we 
unsheathed our blade, blasted our pistol and 
threw Spring Razors and magic at everyone who 
got in our way. That was until we met a cunning 
enemy type in the form of the Musical Overseer, 
who cranks a music box that nullified our ability 
to use magic (or even get close to him). 


After taking extreme damage from the other 
guards who used our lack of magic as a way 
to surround us, we made the fat lady sing for 
the Musical Overseer by lobbing a grenade 
at his feet. All notions of stealth well and truly 
extinguished, we discovered a hidden vent in 
one of the Boyle rooms that led to a locked 
bedroom where all the sisters were hiding. They 
met the same explosive fate as the Musical 
Overseer, and we made our escape. 

Once outside, though, with the alarm 
still blaring, the guards attempted to stop 
our waterborne escape by shutting some 
impenetrably large doors. In an exciting 
cinematic moment, we only just squeezed 
through the closing doors by using a last- 
minute underwater Blink ability. Classy as hell, 
and a fitting end to our demo. 

Dishonored has looked enticing since we first 
saw it at Gamescom 2011, but after spending a 
couple of hours with it, we’re fully willing to give 
it our blessing as a strong contender for Game 
of the Year. How often is it that a new IP gets to 
lay claim to that honour? © NL 


x 360, PS3.antl BC 


Developer Arkane Studios 
Publisher Bethesda Softworks 
Website www.dishonored.com 


Open levels; lots of choice; 
great setting 


American spelling = seriously!» 
Anticipation rating 


The ultimate in open and 
replayable gaming. 
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Darksiders II 


| am become Death, looter of purps. 


Ve: Entertainment's Darksiders was a rough 
gem, featuring some fantastic combat, tricky 
puzzles and some unfortunate, game-breaking 
bugs. Its second bite at the franchise takes the 
concepts of the first game and ramps them 

up, Casting the player as Death, jumping puzzle 
aficionado and brother to the original game's 
protagonist, War. 

In a story that stems straight from the first 
game, Death sets about restoring humanity in 
order to prove his brother innocent of the crime 
of destroying it. This leads to a heavy-handed 
epic tale that sees death travelling between 
worlds and fighting lots of really big baddies. The 
resulting experience borrows a little from other 
games — the platforming is straight out of Prince 
of Persia, the loot system owes a lot to Diablo, 
and the puzzles are quite Zelda in style. 

Of particular interest is the loot system, which 
plays into the RPG-light nature of the gameplay. 
Not only does Death level up and earn points to 
unlock new abilities, but he also ends up finding 
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a lot of items, like armor and weapons, on his 
travels. These drop from monsiers as well as 
smashed scenery and chesis that are liberally 
smattered throughout the game world. 

These come in a variety of colours, conforming 
to the standard White > green > blue > purple > 
orange shorthand that Blizzard introduced with 
WoW. But Darksiders 2 also adds the concept 
of possessed weapons, which can be upgraded 
by ‘feeding’ them other drops. This means that 
the weapons effectively level with you, and can 
be used for a large chunk of the game without 
falling off in power. It’s an interesting addition and 
one that adds a lot to the game as long as you 
get lucky with the drops. 

Gameplay involves jumping between puzzles, 
which involve a lot of platforming, and combat. 
This does get repetitive at times, and we had at 
least one moment where taking a break from 
the game almost broke our brains thanks to 
the relative similarity of the puzzles and areas 
traversed. Thankfully you have a trusty crow 


companion, who can be sent out to show you 
your destination; a boon in the often vast rooms 
that the game is comprised of. 

Breaking up the platforming are some huge 
boss fights, which predictably involve working out 
the specific weakness and exploiting it. There isn’t 
anything particularly new or innovative about the 
gameplay, but it is implemented wonderfully and 
makes for a highly enjoyable experience. 

As long as you use a gamepad, that is. The 
dark side of Darksiders 2 is that it is a fairly 
average PC port. Not only is the game much 
more enjoyable on gamepad than keyboard and 
mouse, but the graphical performance is a bit 
iffy. Thankfully our rig was one of the few that 
managed to run the game with Vsync active — 
the forums are full of players who cannot get 
the game to run without tearing — but the game 
does make our GeForce GTX 680 howl louder 
than any other title to date. It also lacks high 
resolution textures, which isn’t a deal breaker, 
considering the cartoonish look of the game, 
but is disappointing. Much less forgivable is the 
inability to even access a config file. 

THQ has promised a patch to fix some of 
the PC issues, but we wouldn't hold our breath 
considering the pre-launch assurances it 
made. This is a shame, because without these 
issues we wouldn't hesitate in recommending 
Darksiders 2. Not only is the combat up to the 
usually high standards delivered by Vigil (it also 
worked on the Warhammer: Space Marine 
combat), but the story, visuals and platforming 
are all hig ly enjoyable in spite of the bugs and 


Developer Vigil Games 
Publisher: THQ 
Website www.darksiders.com 


Gameplay 
Unoriginal but loads of fun 


Graphics i Ae 
A poorly implemented PC port i 
lets it down: : Preiss Seana 

Sound ee 
Decent voicework and solid! combat 


; “A game that is highly enjoyable 
in spite of itself. 
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Dead Space 3 


Isaac Clarke’s coming back, and he’s still dodging 
Necromorphs in dark corridors... 


O» of the more surprising games at E this 
year was the third instalment of the Dead 
Space franchise. Not so much because of its 
quality — though, yes, it did look pretty good — 
but rather because the footage on show was 
quite a departure from previous games. 

The E38 demo was all about action. Sure, there 
were some Necromorphs to stomp, but EA was 
really far more interested in showing the new 
stuff; namely, co-op play, and the fact that you'll 
now be tangling with actual armed humans now, 
not just goopy mutants that want to tear off your 
face and make love to the red bits. 

However, it seems that EA's aware that it 
might have given punters the wrong idea about 
Visceral Games’ Dead Space 3. The latest code 
that’s been shown to gaming press is a much 
more classic stretch of the game, though it too 
shows some interesting deviations from the 
Dead Space norm. 

The playable demo was from the early game, 
in Act 1, and is actually a side-mission from the 
main narrative. It’s based in the claustrophobic 
corridors of something called the Lost Flotilla, an 
entire fleet of long lost ships that you can travel 
between. These side missions are all optional, 
but packed with information and loot that will 


improve your overall game experience. 

They’re also classic Dead Space — twisting 
corridors, dimly lit chambers and machinery, 
and all manner of scary things just looking for 
you to be a touch too slow with your industrial 
machinery. 

What really impressed, however, was the 
sheer detail of the settings, and the graphics 
vibrancy on display. We - there was a group of 
journos taking turns on the game — were playing 
on code that is not close to final, on Xbox 360, 
and it was looking great. Detailed textures, rich 
lighting, and a fantastic sense of depth and 
place are prevalent in all the level designs. 

Of course, as great as ihe art execution is, 
you often forget all about it, and worry more 
about the colour of underwear you chose... 

While the engineer-on-monster combat really 
hasn't changed that much — they rush you, 
you chop them up, unless it’s those sneaky, 
tentacled bastards who like shooting you from 
the rafters — but what's new is the addition of 


universal ammunition. Dead Space always had a 
kind of split personality when it came to shooting 


gameplay. On the one hand, you’re encouraged 
to carefully dismember opponents to stop them 
approaching; on the other, though, ammunition 


is scarce, so it pays to go for one-shot-kills 
wherever possible. On top of that, you might find 
that you run out of ammo for a favoured and 
upgraded weapon, and be forced to fall back on 
something less interesting. 

Universal ammo solves all those problems, 
and means that each random ammo drop is that 
much more useful. 

It’s still early days, and we’re a long way from 
final code next year, but the game’s coming 
along at quite a pace, and looks to reinforce 
the gameplay of previous instalments with new 
elements and challenges. For a third instalment, 
it's looking pretty strong. © DH 


Developer Visceral Games 
Publisher Electronic Arts 
Website www.deadspace.com 
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Great graphics; moody design; 
stomping things 


Short section of play.’ 


Anticipation rating 


Looking solid so far. 
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This ain’t just a port, kids 


A= the highest praise | can think of for a 
game is that it makes you feel something. 
More often than not, it’s simple emotions — 
happiness and joy, or sadness, even anger. 
Sleeping Dogs does all that and more, but it 
takes an interesting step sideways. 

It makes me want really good Chinese 
street food. 

That's how a good a job the team at United 
Front and Square Enix have done in realising 
their virtual Hong Kong. It is a sprawling, often 
confusing city of dark laneways crammed with 
garbage, alongside gleaming glass towers 
practically dripping with wealth; it is a place 
of both tradition, and quicksand-like shifts in 
loyalty and values. 

Most of all, in Sleeping Dogs, Hong Kong is a 
city with never a dull moment. 


Infernal (game) affairs 

The basic premise of the game is classic asian 
crime cinema. Boy leaves Hong Kong, becomes 
a cop, returns to Hong Kong, goes undercover, 
deals with a morass of moral and legal grey areas 
that make him a nervous wreck. If you wanted to 
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- it’s a full 
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get all reductionist, you could call it Infernal Affairs 
(the film that The Departed is based upon) with 
Parkour. But that would be an injustice. 

A lot of open world games try to hide the 
fact that they’re basically drawing on the GTA 
formula, but in Sleeping Dogs that DNA is pretty 
obvious. The world is ever in motion, with street 
and foot traffic everywhere, weather, a day/ 
night cycle that is something to behold, and side 
missions and hidden stuff all over the place, and 
a pretty good range of radio stations to explore 
while driving around. There's also a convenient 
amount of roadworks that just happen to leave 
handy ramps everywhere, too, always a clear 
sign that any game kind of wants you to have 


y-fledged, PC-optimised epic! 


fun every now and then. 

However, the game certainly leans less toward 
random destruction and stunts, it must be said. 
In fact, the game rewards you more for good 
driving than it does running people off the road, 
which does take some getting used to. Also, 
too much wanton damage to the city — and it’s 
people — will cost you in terms of money and 
some experience. 

All of this is because you're playing a cop 
who's only playing at being a criminal, rather 
than just a straight criminal, and the difference 


— though not radically enforced — is enough to 


give the game a very different feel. Sure, you’re 


often evading police, and it's pretty easy to rack 
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up quite the damage bill while chasing down 
gang-members, bad debts, and racing gangs... 
but it’s still fun. 

The real meat of the game, though, are two 


different and at times difficult to juggle quest arcs. 


First up, as an undercover cop, you need to 
infiltrate and get to the top of one Hong Kong's 
major gangs. On the other hand, you’re also 
expected to assist other police officers in making 
drug busts and taking down other criminals, 
like street racers. The two threads are well 
woven, and if it often does feel as though you're 
constantly walking a tight-rope between two 
worlds — the fact that you wake up each game 
‘morning’ with nightmares ringing in your ears, 
and with the shakes, helps too — but it’s actually 
just very clever smoke and mirrors. 

Which is not to detract from the game! But 
it does occur to me that it's an opportunity 
lost, not including some real decision-and- 
consequence stuff in the game. 


The Mechanic(s) 


The one big departure from the classic GTA 
model is the far greater focus on action. This is a 
game inspired by Hong Kong cinema after all, so 
it models gun-fu, brutal martial arts, and thrilling 
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car chases. Sleeping Dogs takes a slightly 
different approach to each; driving is definitely of 
the arcade mode, and while it’s easy to wreck 
other cars by using an active ‘sideswipe’ attack, 
it's pretty hard to wreck any vehicle you're in. 
Similarly, gunfights are pretty abstract, with loose 
ballistics and a distinct reliance on explosive 
effects and slow motion. 

The martial arts, however, are much more 
interesting. In fact, there’s an entire quest chain 
built around returning ancient statuettes to 
your old sensei, which in turn lets you unlock 
new moves — and you generally won't get 
to learn all of them. There’s simple combo- 
strikes, heavy and light attacks, grappling and 
throws, and some gruesome environmental 
fatalities. Particularly satisfying is how fluid it all 
is — you can move from countering one enemy, 
laying him out, kicking another to break his leg, 
stunning yet another, and all of this giving you 
time to grab another guy and toss him through 
a fish tank. 

The difference in abstraction in all these 
systems actually makes the game better. 
Though you might want to get a second mouse 
as a back-up — this game's murder on rodentia! 

There's a lot of ways to improve yourself 


\ GAMEPLAY 


in-game, too. The main character, Wei, can get 
quick boosts by slurping down drinks and street 
food, or earn Cop or Triad XP from respective 
quests to learn skills in those areas. Impressively, 
you've got to balance the two, as well; destroying 
property takes away from Cop XP, for instance. 
Side missions and other game elements get you 
XP on another track, called Face — this improves 
various reactions, and unlocks bonuses like new 
vehicles or clothes to buy. 

And all of this richness of gameplay comes 
on top of a game engine that’s been optimised 
for serious gaming rigs. Sleeping Dogs looks 
absolutely amazing on PC, and part of the joy 
of the game is in just driving around the neon 
canyons and twisting mountain roads. I’ve visited 
Hong Kong a couple of times, and the rendition 
is note truly note-perfect. 

Considering the game’s rocky road to 
publishing, it’s an impressive feat that it is such 
a polished and well-rounded product. That it’s 
gotten such attention on the PC is just icing on 
the cake. If you like open world action, or Hong 
Kong cinema, this is an essential part of your 
collection. H 


Xbox, PS3, PC (reviewed on PC) 


Developer United'Front 
Publisher Square Enix 
Website www.sleepingdogs.net 


Gameplay 
Rich, varied, and fun. 


Graphics 

Fantastic - and remarkably true 
to the location: 

Sound 


Good mix of music and voice work. 


So 
Vy Overall | 


} Atgreat open world game, 
| . with wonderful graphics. 


U nfortunately, our recent session with South 
Park: The Stick of Truth was entirely 
hands-off. | say “unfortunately” because the 
walkthrough of a couple of sections of the 
game was hilarious and often had the crowd 

in hysterics. For those unaware, South Park 
creators Matt Stone and Trey Parker haven’t just 
given their blessing for this game, they’ve also 
done the writing and voice work. After all, what 
kind of South Park game would it be without a 
lot of their involvement? 

Interestingly, in the first time in South Park 
history, they’ve actually mapped out the town that 
you will explore in the cardboard cut-out boots 
of “New Kid”. This is particularly important in this 
quirky RPG because you'll be fighting your way 
through a South Park that’s embroiled in a town- 
wide role-playing battle. 

The fan LOLs start right from the word go with 
the voiceless chattering heads of Terrance and 
Phillip doing their thing in the corner of the loading 
screen. We got to see the first level of the game 
that involves New Kid getting kicked out of his 
house because his parents want to “wrestle” (their 
words); in fact, New Kid's attempt at getting back 
inside the locked front door is met by a shirtless 
dad screaming at him from the bedroom window. 

Walking down the street, New Kid attempts 
to interact with a group of role-playing kids who 
blatantly state that if they continue to ignore him, 
he'll go away. A little bit further down the road, 
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South Park: The Stick of Truth 


Prepare to laugh your arse off... and feel dirty in the process. 


New Kid runs into Butters the Merciful who insists 
that he has to meet The Wizard King. As it turns 
out, The Wizard King is none other than crowd- 
favourite Cartman. 

Exploring the camp of The Wizard King, New 
Kid discovers the Rock of Insanity and the Pool of 
Visions; both of which included associated laugh- 
out-loud moments or lines for interacting with 
them. When it comes time for New Kid to select 
a class and name, Cartman queries whatever 
name choice that is entered with, “Your name is 

‘Douchebag’, is that correct?” 

Not long after the crowd's laughter had settled, 
the camp is under attack and it was time to 
showcase the combat. I’m not the biggest fan 
of turn-based combat, but South Park's take 
on more traditional RPG turn-based combat 
was both funny and engaging. The moves and 
weapon names are funny enough, but their 
execution also makes for plenty of laughs. Better 
still, there is an apparent real-time allowance for 
power attacks and counters that wasn’t fully 
explained, but is set to add a spin to the more 
traditional turn-based tact. 

The demo then cut to further into the game, 
just before a higher-level New Kid and co 
assaulted a castle filled with “Vampire Kids”. New 
Kid went through the many funny-named items 
of his inventory, which showcased a variety of 
weapons (such as the so-called ‘Fucking Ninja 

Stars’), powers and kit from which to choose. 
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Combat this time around was a more layered 
affair, with the player switching between New Kid 
and Cartman to assault the group of seemingly 
hapless vampire kids. New Kid unleashed the 
fairly tame Dragon’s Breath fireworks attack, 
which Cartman followed up with a more (in) 
appropriate charged-up fart attack. When the 
Rochambeau power was unleashed with nut- 
cracking efficiency, the crowd burst into laughter, 
but the ensuing Mr. Slave power attack had us in 
hysterics; even if we all felt slightly wrong. 

The hands-off demo finished with the 
awesome B3. Alas, the only thing worse than 
not being able to have hands-on time with The 
Stick of Truth is the wait before its official release. 
South Park: The Stick of Truth isn’t slated to hit 


until March 2013, and | can’t wait to see 
more. ((@) NL 


Developer Obsidian Entertainment 
Publisher THQ 
Website’ http://Awww.stickoftruth.com/ 


Classic humor; flavoursome 
abilities; great characters. 


May be a little too'‘broad 
for some. sree 


rating 
Killer South Park humour. 
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Atomic can now be read in digital form, and on multiple devices. 
Read the latest issue, anywhere you like, for only $4.99. 
Or you can subscribe for a year for $49.95. 


GAMEPLAY Z DAyYz TIPS 


Our tips for a better 
DayZ experience 


David Hollingworth thinks DayZ is THE essential mod of 2012 — here’s the best 
way to get into it, and get the best chance of living longer than 49 minutes! 


S: | have, better late than never, 


started to dabble with mod-cum- . panels : Z 
gattie Gf the year (jodh, (imicalRyT DEN”. Getting a mod up and running in most games is pretty simple these 


And by ‘dabble’, | mean DayZ. has totally days, but ARMA Il is not a simple game to begin with. Bohemia 
taken over my regular gaming schedule. Interactive does a great job of supporting the mod community, and 
I've not played anything, from Battlefield 3 DayZ in particular, but without the same massive resources of a lot 
to Total War: Napoleon to my just restarted of publishers, mods in ARMA can be a bit hit and miss. Your best bet 
foray nto Lord of he Ea eae for not only getting the game running and keeping it up to date, but 


jone. . . : . . 
9 Now, all my gaming hours are taken also for finding servers, is Six Updater (www.six-updater-net). This 


up with trying to stay alive in a world dedicate ARMA II mod manager is essential. The Six Updater suite includes 
gone mad. the Updater, which you won’t use much, and the Launcher. Forget launching 
So far... i's not been good. | think the through Steam or ARMA itself, just get Six Launcher fired up and you can verify 


longest I've stayed olive Is yaa your ARMA install and track down a server that isn’t hopefully full of bastards. 
hours, tops? To say DayZ is punishing is 


a massive understatement, but it’s that 
gritty, unforgiving perma-death model that 
makes the game so compelling. Success 
in DayZ is not from clever saves, or from 
sheer bloody-mindedness, like other 
games; instead, you have to play smart, 
think ahead, and weigh every decision 
you make against the risks inherent in the 
environment. 

And if you fail in that, you die, and have 
to start again. 

It's amazing how permadeath changes 
things, and given how popular DayZ has 
become (ARMA Il is selling like hotcakes), 
I'll be very curious to see if we see more 
games introducing such a feature. Imagine 
an MMO where death is permanent... 

But we’re talking DayZ, here, and if 
there’s one thing I’ve heard not only from 
other, but also from me, is that it comes 
with one hell of a learning curve. Not just 
in setting the game up and keeping it up 
to date, but also in terms of knowing how 
to play. | think everyone should give DayZ 
ago, so here’s a quick guide to getting it 
running, keeping it going, and then making 
the best start you can in your apocalyptic 
(and likely brief) zombie-killing career. 


92 atemic 


“Saas rae sear y ig ad Pet preteens Ra EAT EL, aoe eee Dey toe erry ae eae Sere ee: a 


The average life expectancy, at 
time of a publishing, in DayZ is 49 
minutes. Less than an hour. Huh. | 
think the number is so low because a 
lot of people do what | did — just start 
playing without getting themselves 
ready. And they die in minutes. A lot of games 
give you a tutorial or some kind of intro, but 
DayZ gives you nothing - except for a flashlight, 
painkillers, a bandage, and a backpack. You'll 
spawn in a random coastal location, and you — 
will often spawn close to zombies; if you're 
unlucky, you could find yourself running for 
your life in seconds. So don’t be Zed-bait - do 
your research! The DayZ Wiki (www.dayzwiki. 
com) is invaluable, and its beginners’ guide 
is absolutely vital to lasting more than a 
few minutes. It also has some essential 
advice regarding other players. Namely... 
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DAYZ TIPS 


DO NOT TRUST THEM. 

So far, I’ve not killed anyone 

else without being provoked 

- mostly. But hey, | was 

bleeding out, and the dude 

pointed a gun at me. He had 
_it coming. Regardless, DayZ could 
almost be a game MADE for the kind 
of jerks who will camp overlooking 
a good loot spawn just so they can 
snipe at anyone who comes looking 
for gear. And, it must be admitted, it’s 
often easier to kill someone for their 
gear than find all that stuff. All of this 
adds up to a rather accurate recreation 
of the kind of scenarios you see in the 
best zombie films - it’s not the dead 
you've got to worry about, it’s the 
living. I’ve had people call ‘Friendly!’ 
via voice, only to shoot me in the 
face a moment later. Basically, unless 
you know the person on the end of 
a survivor, head the other way. | am 
fast warming to the idea of simply 
shooting first; and even that’s been 
a fascinating, if... alarming, journey. 


Of course, for all that, there are always dozens 
of zombies for every survivor on any given server. 
You'll see a lot more of the dead than the living. 
However, there are some handy tricks you can 
use even if you're getting swarmed. First up, the 
most important advantage you have over zeds 
is that you can move a lot faster inside buildings and on steep 
slopes. If you're lucky enough to have a firearm, you might be 
tempted to use it, but frankly, ina lot of circumstances, that’s 
a mistake. It’ll not only draw LOTS of zombies, but also loudly 
report to other players that you are armed. Just run, especially 
if you know there are large, open buildings nearby. You can run 
in, forcing pursuing zombies to slow down indoors, and then 
flee; steep hills are just the same. If you are forced to go loud, 
get inside. The swarm of zombies you attract will be much 
easier to deal with if they're forced to slow down. But, remember, 
ammunition is rare; it’s better to save it whenever you can. 


The final thing to remember is that while it’s going to 
be very tempting to think the game’s all about killing 
zombies... that’s kinda wrong. If you get good and/or 
lucky enough to equip yourself with everything youneed 
(axe for chopping wood, a knife for gutting animals, a 
water bottle, a good hunting weapon, etc), you'll last 
longer heading into the woods and hunting — animals, that is. They 
provide the best food in the game, and going bush is safer than 
hunting zombies in built up areas. You will eventually have to head 
back to built up areas, but think of these instances more as stealthy 
raids — get in, get your stuff, get out. In DayZ, a high body count 
isn’t a sign of winning; but living longer? Oh yeah, that’s tough. 
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Forum denizen Foods reports on this year’s national Atomic 
catch-up, held this year in Melbourne. It was a weekend of 
awesome fun, as he reports. 


Ic far from an expert on such things, but me 
and all my imaginary friends really felt the meet 
was back to its best. 

And when | say “meet” | don’t mean the 
couple of hours spent hanging out in well lit 
hallways at the bar on Saturday. | mean the 
entire spirit of the beast. From the moment | 
set foot out from my car on Friday afternoon to 
when | packed up my two shirts and spare pair 
of socks on Monday, everything had a good vibe. 
The people that threw this shindig together (Nich, 
Dexy and Kurai to name the immediate few) to 
the people that rocked up and stood alone in 
dark corners (name redacted by request), | feel 
we could have stood in Hungry Jacks and still 
have had pretty decent hootenanny. 

A chunk of us formed a clique within the 
greater Atomic clique and caught dinner and a 
show on Friday. We all banded together for lunch 
and beer tasting on Saturday, then continued to 
gather participants throughout the afternoon (I’m 
making a snowball rolling down a hill metaphor), 
until we landed as a fully formed snowman on 
the evening of the 28th of July at The Workshop. 

Atomic meets are a strange place. They fall 
somewhere in between real life and the internet. 
But cross breed anything with the internet and 
it invariably gets weird. People you've never 


met hug you. People you’ve never met loathe you. You wear full 
eye make up to whisky bars in the middle of Melbourne CBD and 
everyone you're with thinks it’s normal. You get molested in full 

eye make up in a whisky bar in the middle of Melbourne CBD and 
everyone thinks it’s hilarious. Any time when you can write a few 
words on a little message board in one corner of the internet that 
leads you to be standing in a bar 10 hours drive from where you call 
home talking to a stranger and knowing full well you both share the 
exact same taste in music, is a strange existence to live in. 

People who haven't visited the forums in years mingled with 
people who have been signed up for a few weeks. Some people 
were so new they didn’t even know who | was, the nerve of them. 
| walked passed a conversation about something that happened 
in General Chat ten years ago. Someone wore the same hideous 
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shirt they wore to a New Years Eve party anthusiasts gatrer totncte 
we both attended in 2003. Some of us had od whiskiec 
to take a break from the festivities and get ACA 0 
Thai food from across the road. | may have y leadin: 
mentioned about some elective surgery !’ve eA 
had to someone |’d known for all of an hour. 
Genitals were talked albout, some in very livid 
detail. Cows were worn. Jackets were lost. 
Some of us fell in love; well maybe just lust. 

Allin all; fun was had, stories were told, 
cup cakes were eaten, and drinks were 


drank. | honestly can’t remember how long 
I've been frequenting this place, but | do 
know I'll be hanging around for a while yet. | 
don’t come here for the reviews, the news 
or the cover stories; it’s for the people, the 
community. And every single weird nuance 
they bring to this place. 


Rew 24 mighty wizards descended on 
Atomic HQ, to battle it out in the first Atomic 
Magic: The Gathering Tournament. Spells were cast, 
mighty beasts unleashed, and not a little bit of pizza 
was consumed... 

And it was awesome! 

| haven't played Magic for many long years, but 
| have to admit, after watching last night's event, 

I'm mighty tempted to pick up a deck or three. Our 
guests from Hasbro and Wizards of the Coast were 
fiendishly generous on the night, and every player 
who sat down walked away with a Magic backpack, 
stuffed with goodies — including introductory packs 
and sample decks. 

From 24 players starting we whittled down the 
competition to first 12, then six, and finally three 
great players, who squared if in one mighty round 
of Planechase. Our guest judges were fantastic, 
helping out new and veteran players alike, and 
as each round ended the tension ratcheted up to 
cheers and gasps of appreciation. 

The final round, though, saw one happy player 
walk away with the grand prize — the sling bag 
packed with decks, and a new iPad! 

it was great to see everyone have such a fun 
time, too. Knocked out players cracked open their 
new decks and just kept playing, while others sat 
down to explore Duels of the Planeswalkers on our 
Alienware gaming PCs. Pizza arrived, beers were 
drunk, and a good time was had by all. 

In fact, it was one of your most entertaining 
events, and hopefully the first of many great Magic 
nights. Thanks to everyone who came along, and 
thanks to Hasbro and Wizards for helping us put 
together such a fun night. 

See you next time! ( 
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A bridge just far enough! 


Early strategy games were little more than electronic boardgames — and they rocked! 


kid, more often than alone and pining for... 

something. Ostensibly | kinda wanted 
friendship, but, frankly, | was pretty happy being 
a loner. But, as possibly a not so typically nerdy 
kid, there was one thing that | really needed a 
friend or two for. 

Wargames. 

I’m not talking about fancy tabletop games 
with painted lead figures (though they would 
come eventually), but rather the classic old 
boxed wargames like Advanced Squad Leader, 
or anything by classic game-maker Avalon Hill. 

Man, if there’s one memory | have of that 
time, it was the pure joy of opening up one of 
their games and smelling that rick aroma of 
paper and cardboard. These games tended 
to come with thick, immensely complex rules, 


| ike a lot of you, | was that typically nerdy 


playing both sides and trying to beat yourself. So 
to speak. 

Ahem. 

It was a mighty dilemma. | mean, | did have 
some friends, of course, but if any of them were 
gamers they were far more likely to be into 
something crass and demeaning. Like Hungry, 
Hungry Hippos, or, | don’t know, Monopoly. But 
getting them to play a game with enough rules 
and cardboard to kill a small forest, where it’s all 
about supply, and command & control? Man, no 
wonder | got beat up as a kid. 

| do remember one game, which was made 
for solo play. It had all the usual stuff. Fold 
out hex maps of villages in France, German 
country-side, the usual, and a metric fistful of 
counters. You played as US Airborne troops, 
and for each scenario there was a special 


Essentially it was just a computerised 
version of the old counter-based, hex- 
driven games | had cluttering up my shelf. 


a stack of fold-out maps, and hundreds, and 
even thousands of tiny, punch-out cardboard 
counters. Just getting the counters ready to 
go could take hours, and I’m pretty sure that if 
some of the old childhood furniture | grew up 
with is still in use anywhere, then the owners 
are probably still finding those tiny chips of 
cardboard, all printed with simple NATO unit 
designations, and obtuse collections of words 
and acronyms. 

The rules were often very deep, and very 
detailed, and even:simple games could take 
hours to set up the pieces so that units were 
in historically accurate start positions, and then 
many more hours to play. The real kicker, though, 
for that nerdy, alone kid was that only a mere 
handful of those games were made for solo play. 

Let me tell you, there’s nothing sadder than 
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‘data card’, which you then placed in this odd 
little cardboard sleeve. When you moved a unit 


onto a hex, you looked up that hex’s number 
in the little windows on the sleeve, and it told 
you what enemy units activated, and what 
they. would do. 

It was, basically, a punch-card driven 
computer game, but without any actual 


computing! | must have played that game for a 
year, replaying every scenario. 

Until | eventually got a PC, and discovered the 
unfettered joy of Operation Market Garden. 

It wasn’t much of game, by modern 
standards. Essentially, it was just a computerised 
version of the old counter-based, hex-driven 
games | had cluttering up my shelf. But, through 
a robust, if simple, Al, | could play out properly 
huge and demanding campaigns. There were a 
host of individual scenarios, all focusing on single 
engagements in the Market Garden operation 
(which the film ‘A Bridge Too Far’ is based on), 
but | couldn't resist going straight to the big one, 
the game of the whole thing. 

| still do the same now in games like Total 
War, but that’s where | picked up the habit. And, 
to this day, any time | play a wargame — which 
these days, are about as far from the old Avalon 
Hill games as they in turn were from playing with 
army men in the sandpit — | can’t help but think 
back to those old boxed games. - 

| wonder if | still have any... @ 
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